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This study examines the meanings of ethnicity manifested in urban landscapes in the 
context of globalization and international migration in Singapore. The ethnic discourse in 
Singapore is centered on the CMIO multiethnicity with a primary focus on the ethnic 
interactions among the CMIO communities and the negotiation and construction of 
CMIO ethnic identities. Singapore’s ethnoscape (Arjun Appadurai 1996) in this case is 
highly ethnicized and comprises a unique “CMIOscape” which is imagined and 
constructed not only by the state and the local CMIO communities, but also by another 
emergent community: the non-CMIO “ethnic Others” or the “permanent outsiders” in 
Singapore society.       
 
These “permanent outsiders”, including foreign guest-workers and expatriates, have 
been always excluded from the debate of Singapore’s multiethnic discourse because they 
are believed to have only migrant issues but not ethnic issues. This study calls for a new 
interpretation of the construction of ethnicity by including this cognitively separated 
community into a more comprehensive analysis on Singapore’s multiethnic discourse. 
This study argues that the “CMIOscape” is symbolically constructed in order to separate 
Singapore’s citizenry from outsiders and therefore legitimizing Singapore’s ethno-
national ideology. Moreover, the imagined social and ethnic boundaries of the 
“CMIOscape” are strengthened by the construction of a variety of small-scale 
ethnoscapes practiced by the non-CMIO “others”. These “Othered” ethnoscapes take on 
strong ethnic characteristics and constitute as inseparable parts of Singapore’s multiethnic 
landscape.             
 
Two case studies are included in this thesis to illustrate the ethnic construction of the 
“Othered” ethnoscapes manifested in urban public shopping centers under the context of 
labor migration in the Southeast Asia region. These two shopping centers in Singapore, 
Lucky Plaza and Golden Mile Complex, have gone through drastic transformations 
within a decade. They have actually become special weekend Filipino and Thai enclaves 
constructed within the predominant “CMIOscape”. With the use of in-depth interviews 
and collections of personal narratives from both Filipinos and Thais in Singapore, this 
study also examines the process of ethnic identity assertion and the ethnic boundary 
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CHAPTER 1   INTRODUCTION 
 
 
“Singapore is a small country. However, it is big enough for people of different races 
and religions (Nurul Asyiqin, student, 10)1”. This is a statement made by a 10 year old 
Singaporean student, who believes that Singapore is never too small to think big. With its 
economic achievement and a diversity of culture and religion, Singapore has successfully 
attracted people from not only Asia but across the globe. According to the nation’s 
Census of Population 20002, the total population of Singapore has risen up to over 4 
million. But only 3.3 million are counted in national key statistics, including Singapore 
citizens and permanent residents (PR). Surprisingly, there are 0.7 million people missing 
in almost all the indicators in the statistics. A curious question arises: is Singapore really 
“big enough for people of different races and religions”?      
 
This above quoted statement makes perfect sense only if we put it into the 
Singaporean local context. In Singapore’s early post-independence years, ethnic riots and 
severe conflicts had traumatized the nation to the extent that ethnic harmony has 
remained as the most important issue in the process of Singapore’s nation building 
project. Multiculturalism has become a predominant national ideology as a bulwark 
against potential social upheaval. Former immigrants, now Singapore citizens, are neatly 
categorized into four official ethnic groups: Chinese, Malay, Indian and Others, also 
                                                 
1 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.84), a handbook edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 
2003 Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7). This handbook includes various quotations and pictures made and 
contributed by Singaporeans (and a few foreigners now living in Singapore) under the topic of “Things that make us 
Singaporean”. The handbook was distributed to the public at the National Day Parade 2003.   
2 Refer to the webpage of Department of Statistics of Singapore, KeyStats, Latest Indicators, (population estimated in 
2004)  http://www.singstat.gov.sg/keystats/annual/indicators.html#Population%20Indicators 
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known as “CMIO”, a continuation of the ethnic classification under the British rule 
(Chew and Lee 1991; Ackermann 1997). Along with this multiethnic ideology, ethnic 
policies were implemented efficiently. This CMIO categorization has provided a handy 
standard in understanding Singapore’s ethnic communities as well as inter- and intra-
ethnic relations. In this case, Singapore is big enough only for the CMIO races, the 
legitimate Singapore citizenry classified according to the predominant CMIO framework.  
 
This study reexamines the meanings of ethnicity manifested in urban landscapes in 
the context of globalization and international migration in Singapore. The ethnic 
discourse in this nation has been centered on the CMIO multiethnic framework with a 
primary focus on the ethnic interactions among the CMIO communities and the 
negotiation and construction of CMIO ethnic identities. Singapore’s ethnoscapes 
(Appadurai 1996) in this case is highly ethnicized and comprises a unique CMIOscape 
which is imagined and constructed not only by the state and the local CMIO communities, 
but also by another emergent community: the non-CMIO “ethnic Others” or the 
“permanent outsiders”, the missing 0.7 million people in Singapore society.     
  
Ethnoscapes, in Appadurai’s terms, are landscapes of people who constitute the 
shifting world that we live (ibid. p.33). The suffix –scape indicates the fluid, irregular 
patterns of different social landscapes. Similarly, the notion of CMIOscape that this study 
proposes suggests the dynamic social landscapes where the classified CMIO communities 
live, interact and make meanings of their CMIO identities in a multifaceted society. The 
construction of the CMIOscape can not be achieved without the presence of the 
“permanent outsiders” in Singapore, including foreign guest workers and expatriates, 
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who have been always excluded from the debate on Singapore’s multiethnic discourse. 
This is because they do not constitute Singapore’s citizenry and therefore they have only 
migrant issues rather than ethnic issues.  
 
This study calls for a new interpretation of the construction of ethnicity by including 
this conceptually separated community into a more comprehensive analysis of 
Singapore’s multiethnic discourse. Ethnicity and ethnic identity are generally understood 
as social constructs in Singapore and this understanding has been gradually achieved by 
various studies conducted over the years (Benjamin 1975; Lai 1995; Ackermann 1997). 
Ethnicity is analyzed by various scholars to be a social construct at two levels: the state 
and the local CMIO ethnic communities. The ethnic dynamism between these two levels 
is often explained in the ways that the state becomes the designer and the implementing 
agent of various ethnic policies whilst people in the local communities interpret these 
policies and respond in their own ways. The primary focus in studying ethnic issues in 
Singapore has been placed on the interactions between these two dimensions and their 
reconciliation in the construction of community and identity. The understanding of this 
dynamism is especially important: 
 
…in the context of nation-building in which a viable national identity and 
community is to be forged out of an ethnically diverse population, particularly 
where the population consists of a dominant majority and local minorities (Lai 
1995: 1).     
 
Building on the existing studies on the CMIO framework and the detailed 
documentation on the CMIO ethnic discourse in Singapore, this study attempts to present 
a unique CMIOscape which is imagined and symbolically constructed in order to separate 
Singapore’s citizenry from outsiders and therefore legitimizing Singapore’s ethno-
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national ideology. In the construction of the CMIOscape, different influential factors such 
as history, linguistics, media and politics are all included as the building blocks of the 
“imagined worlds” (Appadurai 1996: 33). Appadurai believes that the work of 
imagination has become a constituent feature of modern subjectivity. The work of 
imagination has broken out of the special expressive format of arts, myths or symbols, 
and has become available to ordinary people in many societies. Ordinary people have 
begun to deploy their imagination in the practice of their everyday lives, motivated by 
media and the constant influx of people from the outside, and put this imagination into 
action.    
 
In line with this kind of imagination, the construction of the CMIOscape is firstly 
carried out at the level of the state. The CMIOscape is created in order to turn Singapore 
from a political state into a cultural nation. In this sense, the CMIOscape is essentially a 
political construct taking on primordial features. The creation of the CMIOscape involves 
the state’s imagination of crisis and Asianness, with which the state is able to legitimize 
its empowerment by giving people a sense of solidarity and rootedness to the nation.    
 
The CMIOscape is not constructed alone by the state, but also by its people. However, 
living in the CMIOscape, people’s imagination and production is already confined by the 
predominant framework they live within. They have limited resources in practicing their 
imagination and have to carefully maneuver within the CMIO framework. Based on their 
own construction of a shared “we-ness” and the constant maintenance of imagined ethnic 
boundaries, they have reinforced the formation of the CMIOscape at another level.  
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 Moreover, the imagined social and ethnic boundaries of the CMIOscape are 
strengthened by the presence of a variety of small-scale ethnoscapes produced by the 
non-CMIO “others”. As “permanent outsiders” of Singapore society, these “others” are 
not familiar with the local framework within which ethnicity is imagined and constructed. 
Their own interpretation of ethnicity and identity is formed based on different 
imagination and practices which are shaped by their experiences and expectations. Hence, 
they are the “others” who do not fit into the CMIOscape and their presence simply 
reinforces the boundary that is created and maintained by the locals.  
 
Two case studies are included to illustrate the construction of the “othered” 
ethnoscapes manifested in urban public shopping centers under the context of labor 
migration in Southeast Asia. The first shopping center studied is Lucky Plaza, situated in 
Orchard Road, which is the most famous Filipino gathering and shopping spot in 
Singapore. The other is Golden Mile Complex, located in Beach Road near the 
Immigration and Checkpoints Authority (ICA) Building at Lavender, also known as 
“Little Thailand”. These two shopping centers in Singapore have gone through drastic 
transformations within a decade. They are virtual Filipino and Thai ethnoscapes that are 
constructed within the predominant “CMIOscape”. With the use of in-depth interviews 
and collections of personal narratives from both Filipinos and Thais in Singapore, this 
study carefully examines the process of ethnic identity assertion and the ethnic boundary 
maintenance practiced by different subjectivities at different levels.   
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This study is divided into six chapters. Following this introduction, Chapter 2 
provides a detailed discussion of theoretical issues pertaining to ethnicity and how it is 
constructed based on shared symbols or collective imaginations as well as how this 
imaginary nature is reflected in the production of ethnoscapes. Some methodological 
concerns will be discussed too. Chapter 3 focuses on exploring the meanings of 
multiethnicity in an imagined CMIOscape. This chapter initially presents an overall 
background of the Singapore context, focusing on a historical review of Singapore’s 
multiethnicity and migration matters, and then it examines how the CMIOscape is 
imagined and created at different levels as well as its significance to Singapore society. 
Chapter 4 and 5 introduce the unique phenomena of ethnic congregation in the two 
selected public shopping centers in order to illustrate the process of constructing 
ethnoscapes and displaying ethnic identities exercised by the non-CMIO “others” within 









CHAPTER 2   THEORETICAL DISSCUSSION AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 
For decades various theorists have been trying to give a convincing definition to the 
notion of ethnicity because the meaning of this concept is very much uncertain and keeps 
changing over time. The term ethnicity is used to capture either the essence of an ethnic 
group, or the quality of belonging to an ethnic community; the individual identification, 
or even a kind of relationship between different groupings or classification of peoples 
(Tonkin 1989; Eriksen 1993). Because the interpretation of the notion of ethnicity is 
highly fluid and perspectival, the term itself is often understood and associated with more 
concrete contexts, such as ethnic group/ community, ethnic identity, ethnic relations, and 
so on. Each of these specific ethnic discourses explains particular aspects of this complex 
notion. A general understanding of ethnicity, hence, is often achieved through a 
combination of these different elements which together form an encompassing definition. 
A well-known description of ethnic group was put forth by Schermerhorn (Schermerhorn 
1996) which includes a series of crucial elements to qualify ethnicity: 
 
Ethnic group is defined as a collectivity within a larger society having real 
or putative common ancestry, memories of a shared historical past, and a 
cultural focus on one or more symbolic elements defined as the epitome of 
their people-hood. (ibid. p.17)   
 
The examples Schermerhorn gave about the symbolic elements are kinship patterns, 
physical contiguity, religious affiliation, language or dialectic forms, nationality, 
phonotypical features or any combination of these. He has also noted that “a necessary 
accomplishment is some consciousness of kind among members of the group” (ibid. p. 
17). Schermerhorn’s definition is helpful in understanding ethnicity at a basic level 
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because it has touched two defining characteristics: it is symbolically constructed and it is 
a kind of consciousness, although he did not put forth these two characteristics in a more 
straightforward manner.   
 
A. D. Smith changed this definition, upon further review of Schermerhorn’s long list 
of symbolic elements, into a well-organized six-point description that an ethnic group is a 
named human population with myths of common ancestry, shared historical memories, 
one or more elements of common culture, a link with a homeland and a sense of 
solidarity among at least some of its members (Smith 1986). A.D. Smith believed that 
this revised definition has a special importance in bringing in the recognition of shared 
myths and memories and an orientation to the past, with which a unique, shared ethno-
history is created by an ethnic community in order to strengthen and to legitimize its 
group formation.     
 
It also should be noted that not everyone automatically belongs to an ethnic group, 
shares an ethnic memory or has an “ethnicity” unless he/she becomes aware of the 
necessity of groupings as such. This kind of ethnic consciousness shared by members is 
essential to the ethnic phenomena because the term ethnicity implicitly entails an 
embedded “us and them” duality centered on differences and “otherness” (Tonkin 1989). 
The concept of ethnicity, therefore, often co-exists with the concept of ethnic identity, as 
Brass claims that “ethnicity is a sense of ethnic identity” (Brass 1991:18). An identity is 
fashioned by name and symbol, which makes it essentially social and subjective to 
changes. In this sense, ethnicity becomes both an analytical concept and a social attribute 
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that only makes sense in a context of relativities and the process of identification. 
Ethnicity, or ethnic identity, exists in social situations of oppositions and unfamiliarities.         
 
Having introduced the notion of ethnic group and ethnic identity, another concept that 
is central to the understanding of ethnicity is ethnic boundary. Wallman believed that 
“ethnic identity is marked by ethnic boundaries” (Wallman 1983:71). Ethnic boundaries 
are lines of social differentiation which marks members off from non-members or non-
members off from members and the boundary works well in either way.  
 
“Where there is a group, there is some sort of boundary, and where there are 
boundaries, there are mechanisms to maintain them (Nash 1996: 24)”. Nash’s argument is 
made to analyze the ethnic inquiry focusing on cultural categories with social and group 
referents. He believed that the boundary mechanisms are cultural markers of differences, 
which constitute index features of diverse groups. These index features must be easily 
seen, captured, comprehended and reacted to in particular social contexts. “These 
boundary-making features say who is a member of what group and what minimal cultural 
items are involved in membership (ibid. p. 25)”. Although Nash used the term “cultural 
items”, we can also consider these as cultural symbols which will have a greater currency 
in the identity making process. This is because ethnic identity is not a fixed individual 
quality which can be predicted according to one’s appearance, language, or origin. It is an 
identity that is socially discriminating and is only meaningful through the use of symbols 
in the process of boundary making.        
 
 9
These core concepts of ethnic group, identity formation and ethnic boundary 
mechanism are fundamental in comprehending what ethnicity really means through 
concrete expressions. Ethnicity, in this sense, is actually a social and cultural practice 
engaged by different subjectivities based on shared knowledge on certain cultural 
symbols. It is a practice fueled by a kind of imagination, an imagination for similarities 
among “us” and differences for “others”. This ethnic imagination both for similarities and 
differences is indeed a symbolic construction of group identities and a practice of ethnic 
boundary maintenance in people’s consciousness. 
 
By claiming that ethnicity is in fact a kind of imagination, it does not mean that 
ethnicity is less “real” in people’s lives. The consequences and the impacts brought by 
the meaning-making process in the ethnic discourse are as influential and significant to 
the subject’s experiences. Moreover, this kind of imagination must be put into action in 
order for it to become “ethnic”. Actions such as symbol making or boundary making are 
the best indicators for ethnic consciousness, and to express a sense of ethnic identity 
which is distinctly different from other social identities. It is also worth noting that this 
kind of ethnic imagination is not fixed or predetermined. It is constructed within certain 
social situations and cultural contexts.  
 
This imagination at work is convincingly explained by Appadurai, who believed that 
modern ethnicity is indeed a kind of cultural and contextual imagination (Appadurai 
1996). This kind of imagination is created at two levels. At the state level, this ethnic 
imagination is created and carefully regulated by the nation-state and systematically 
passed on to its people who devotedly engage in this imaginary practice unconsciously or 
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consciously. At the inter-subjective level, the imagination of ethnicity is put into action 
based on the subject’s own interpretations of this imagination. People are not passive 
receivers but are capable agents who transform the ethnic imagination into various 
exercises which take place in the form of using symbols, making choices, maintaining 
boundaries or asserting identities.         
 
Ethnicity has always been a heated issue in Singapore and abundant studies have been 
conducted to analyze the local experience of ethnicity. Lai’s study in 1995 serves as a 
perfect example among documentation of this kind. Her study carefully recorded the 
dynamics on the construction of ethnic identity and community at both the local and the 
national levels (Lai 1995). One of her arguments was that the construction of ethnicity at 
the local and the national levels are simultaneous. The “local”, in her study, was referring 
to Singapore’s public housing residential community, and it would not be wrong to 
interpret it as each of the CMIO ethnic community; the “national” deals with stronger 
social forces and state engineering in the formation of ethnically labeled communities. 
However, her description of the “local” and the “national” dimensions that are separated 
but closely connected is not a complete reflection of the Singapore society. This is 
because her analysis was made primarily focusing on the CMIO multiethnic framework 
in Singapore. The “local” and the “national” that she has portrayed are in the same 




With the constant influx of foreigners who constitute the “ethnic others” in Singapore, 
the ethnic boundaries have already been redrawn and the ethnic landscapes should be 
reanalyzed as well. The CMIO communities in Singapore’s ethnic discourse should be 
treated as a collectivity. The concept of “the local” should include all the CMIO-
Singaporeans, rather than perceiving each community as a distinct social unit. The 
concept of the “national” should include not only Singaporeans but also foreigners 
residing in this country. The analysis of these two dimensions, taking on a fresh 
perspective in Singapore’s ethnic discourse, should be reformulated and a reinterpretation 
of the meaning of ethnicity in Singapore seems to be really urgent.    
 
Taking this new perspective, this study reexamines the meanings of ethnicity in 
Singapore, especially its impact on the local discourse of ethnicity. Having addressed the 
core concepts on ethnicity and the need to reevaluate Singapore’s ethnic discourse, this 
chapter will continue to give a more detailed account of different theories on ethnicity 
that are relevant to Singapore’s social context. The succeeding theoretical discussion is 
divided into three parts. The first part gives a brief review of the primordialist approach, 
focusing on whether it has lost its applicability in today’s complex social situations. Upon 
examining primordialism, this part explains how primordial symbols are produced and 
used to orient a shared consciousness, to influence the formation of ethnic groupings and 
to facilitate ethnic identity assertion. These functions are especially important in this case 
as they legitimize an ethno-national ideology in Singapore’s nation-building process. The 
second part examines the symbolic construction of ethnicity which is explicitly expressed 
through the symbol making and boundary maintaining mechanisms. This part also 
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explains how ethnic community and identity are constructed at different levels by 
different groups, and what exact activities are involved in this kind of collective practice. 
The third part examines the production of ethnoscapes in the Singapore context. More 
specifically, this part discusses how ethnoscapes are symbolically constructed in which 
ethnic identities are manifested. A special form of this kind of ethnoscape—public 
shopping centers—will also be introduced at a later section.       
 
2.1 Imagining Primordialism 
 
Deeply influenced by Max Weber’s theory, primordialists tend to think of ethnic 
groups as mass status groups. The importance of combining the subjective and objective 
aspects of ethnic groupings, as well as the functions of various social factors and 
memories in the shaping of a sense of common ethnicity (Geertz 1963; Fishman 1980; 
Connor 1994; Grosby 1994), is emphasized. Physical and cultural traits serve as the basis 
for the group members’ belief in their common descent, which entails a deep sense of 
group honor or group identity. These physical or cultural traits are usually associated with 
blood, soil, custom or language, which draw affections and sentiments that bind the group 
together. This primordialist thesis believes that bonds such as kinship, blood ties, religion 
and customs are the fundamental elements that make ethnic groupings possible.  
 
One of the major contributors to this theory is Clifford Geertz. He has emphasized the 
importance of cultural “givens” or determinants, such as language, race, nationality, and 
kinship, to which people attach a primordial quality, at once overpowering and ineffable 
(Geertz 1963). Although he was careful enough to point out that these primordial ties are 
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part of the rhetoric of nature and history, used by politicians to appeal to the public, this 
primordial thesis is still critically questioned.  
 
Eller and Coughlan argued that the primordialist approach was very much a 
reductionist one (Eller and Coughlan 1993). It reduced complex social phenomena to 
inherent bonds and overlooked the malleability of ethnic identity. However, Grosby 
critically pointed out that ethnic bonding or emotions are not at issue in the primordialist 
approach (Grosby 1994). What is more important in this theory is the cognitive 
perception and affective responses to the perceived property of objects. Simply put, 
primordialism is just a pattern of orientation of human society. It asserts that people 
classify themselves and others in accordance with primordial criteria. He further argued 
that people do not just interact with each other in an emotional, behavioral, random way, 
but act in ways that are meaningful to one another. They participate in historically 
evolving patterns of beliefs and actions. “Individuals participate in given, a priori, 
bounded patterns (ibid. p. 170)”.  
 
Appadurai, on the contrary, objects to the idea that human beings are confined by 
primordial ties, especially with the impact of globalization and “deterritorialization” 
(Appadurai 1996). His criticism was made primarily to challenge the popular 
primordialist explanation on ethnic violence as he disputes: 
 
… just as the individual…is seen to carry deep within him or her an affective 
core that can rarely be transformed and can always be ignited, so social 
collectivities are seen to possess a collective conscience whose historical roots 
are in some distant past and are not easily changeable but are potentially 
available to ignition by new historical and political contingencies. It is not 
surprising that this linkage of the infancy of individuals and the immaturity of 
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groups is made with the greatest comfort about the nations of the non-Western 
world… (ibid. p.140-141)   
 
Appadurai pointed out that primordialism is of little use in accounting for the 
ethnicities in the 20th century. He did not agree with those primordialists who believe that 
rational human interactions take place following predetermined patterns of beliefs and 
behaviors. Rather, he thinks that conscious decision-making practice in the social context 
is vital in explaining ethnicity. Moreover, he believed that primordialism is already 
outmoded because it has not factored in the transnational flow affected by globalization. 
With the highly mobile national ethnicities, and large-scale international migration, the 
conventional view of ethnic communities as perennial, discrete and persisting units has 
been undermined. Ethnicities nowadays are more complicated than the ethnic groups in 
traditional anthropological studies, as we have to consider the spatial spread of an ethnic 
community due to the group’s mobility and its growing zeal for nationhood.     
 
Using the examples of Japan and the United Kingdom, Appadurai argues that the 
creation of primordial sentiments has become a central project of the modern nation-
states (ibid. p. 146). Japan tries to construct and revive the discourse of Japaneseness and 
Japanese tradition in an effort to project a homogeneous Japanese culture. Similarly, the 
UK has worked diligently on its heritage, conservation, monuments and tries to restore 
the noble Englishness, which makes the multicultural discourse in the UK noticeably 
artificial. Facing these situations, Appadurai questions why these modern nation-states 
become full-hearted practitioners of ethnic primordialism while openly abhorring the 
primordialist sentiments of other national ethnicities (especially in terms of ethnic 
violence)?  
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 Connor’s account on the nature of the ethno-national bond has given a more 
appealing explanation to the revival of primordialism and as to why it remains sturdy in 
the social life of ethnic groups and the nation-states. Connor believes that the essence of 
the nation is a psychological bond that connects a people and separates it from all non-
members in the most explicit way (Connor 1994). He demonstrates that it does not matter 
how ideologically diverse modern nation-states are, political leaders are all fully aware of 
the potency of the ethno-national psychology and have not hesitated to appeal to it when 
necessary. “Both the frequency and the record of success of such appeals attest to the fact 
that nations are indeed characterized by a sense—a feeling—of consanguinity (ibid. p. 
202)”.   
 
Singapore serves as an interesting example in this ethno-national framework. 
Singapore is a multiethnic metropolis with a history of colonization and immigration. 
What is intriguing is its attitudes toward a national history, language and identity. While 
people in other former colonies in Southeast Asia, like Indonesia or the Philippines, 
consider their colonial history with a tinge of humiliation, Singaporeans call their former 
British colonizer “the founder of Singapore” and the colonial history becomes its 
founding legend. People have different “mother tongues” and four official languages, but 
Singlish, which is not considered as a national language, is enthusiastically used by many 
as an everyday language. An “Asian identity” is imposed by the state although this small 
nation is generally considered to be the most westernized in the Southeast Asian region3.  
 
                                                 
3 For more information on the issue that Singapore is perceived more of a “western” country, refer to Thompson (2004), 
a study on different perspectives on ASEAN identities in the Southeast Asian region using semantic domain analysis. 
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Using Connor’s words, “the non-rational core of the nation has been reached and 
triggered through national symbols (ibid. p.205)”. The shared history, invented language 
and imagined identity are symbols that convey messages to members of the nation 
reaching the psyche better than the reach of rational explanations. Primordial symbols are 
produced and used, by the state and by people, to orient a shared consciousness of 
nationhood, to influence the formation of ethnic groupings and to assist ethnic identity 
construction. With the influence and legitimization of the ethno-national ideology in 
Singapore, its nation-building project was able to bring forth a neat CMIO ethnic 
landscape, which captures the very nature of Singapore being an ethnically tripartite 
ethno-nation.   
 
2.2 The Symbolic Construction of Ethnicity 
 
 
The primordialist approach is helpful in examining the founding of an ethno-nation 
through the ways in which a sense of fictive kinship, a myth of a common origin in time 
and place, a shared historical memory and culture are symbolically created in the 
formation of ethnic communities. In contrast to this approach, a constructionist 
perspective emphasizes the malleability of ethnic ties. This perspective addresses the 
importance of the contemporary social and political conditions and considers a historical 
or primordial explanation to be redundant.  
 
A. Cohen explained that “ethnicity is essentially a political phenomenon, as 
traditional customs are used only as idioms, and as mechanisms for political alignment 
(Cohen 1974a: 201)”. He reasoned that usually men do not quarrel on the basis of cultural 
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differences, although they may tease each other for different customs or languages, it is 
only when cultural differences are associated with serious political cleavages or conflicts 
over interests that acute disputes take place. A. Cohen’s theory stresses on the flexibility 
of ethnicity at the cost of its durability and people’s long-term emotional attachment 
which goes beyond reason (Grosby 1994).  
 
Bell believed that ethnicity becomes more salient because it can combine an interest 
with an affective tie (Bell 1975). Disadvantaged groups, specifically, choose to capitalize 
on ethnic identity as a strategy to seek political redress in the society. With the emergent 
expression of primordial feelings, ethnicity becomes a means of claiming status or 
advantage in the competition for social values when other identifications become 
impersonal or devalued.     
 
In the discourse of ethnic community construction, A. P. Cohen’s analysis on the 
functions of symbols is especially interesting (Cohen 1985). A. P. Cohen believes that the 
nature of community can be examined on the element which embodies a sense of 
discrimination, in other words, a sense of boundary (ibid. p. 12). He further argued that 
the boundary marks the beginning and the end of a community and encapsulates the 
identity of the community. Boundaries are marked because communities interact in 
certain ways with entities from which they wish to be distinguished. The manner in 
which boundaries are marked depends largely on the specific community at issue. 
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A. P. Cohen’s idea on boundary making was influenced by Fredrik Barth, who first 
explicitly expressed the importance of boundary in the symbolic construction of ethnicity. 
For Barth, social boundaries ensure the persistence of ethnic communities, which are 
considered as culture bearing units or categories of ascription and identification (Barth 
1969a). He persuasively articulated that cultural contents that are enclosed within the 
social boundary do not define the ethnic quality of a group; it is the boundary itself and 
the symbolic “border guards” (such as language, food, customs, etc) that determine ethnic 
groups.  
 
Barth has also argued that ethnic categories do take cultural differences into account, 
but there is no one-to-one relationship between ethnic units and cultural similarities and 
differences. The features that are taken into account are not the sum of these “objective” 
differences but those that are considered significant by ethnic members. In order to 
clarify what constitutes the cultural contents which serve as diagnostic features for ethnic 
membership, Barth provided two standards: the first one includes overt signals and signs, 
such as language, dress, lifestyle, etc, that people look for and exhibit to show an identity; 
the second one includes basic values orientations, which serve as standards of morality 
and excellence shared by members of an ethnic group (ibid. p. 20).    
 
Apart from his major contribution, Barth envisaged a scenario that was very much 
similar to what Furnivall (1968) had depicted as a plural society: 
 
Stable interethnic relations presuppose…a structuring of interaction: a set of 
prescriptions governing situations of contact and allowing for the articulation in 
some sectors or domains of activity, and a set of proscriptions on social situations 
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preventing interethnic interaction in other sectors, and thus insulating parts of the 
cultures from confrontation to modification. (Barth 1969a: 16)  
 
This is to say, the separate groups in the plural society have their own boundaries for 
organizing their domestic and religious lives. Rules of interaction for the market place 
promote social contacts in areas such as buying and selling, and proscribe them in other 
areas such as intermarriage or performing rituals. Of course to Barth, the interactions in 
plural societies are not his focus. Nevertheless, they do seem to illustrate the normal 
process of boundary marking, which is notably different from group to group.   
 
Barth’s theory of boundary-constraint model is criticized for promoting a static view 
of ethnicity. A. Cohen claims that this boundary-maintenance mechanism imposes an 
imperative status, an immutable aspect of the social person (Cohen 1974a). Also, Barth 
fails to differentiate types of ethnic allegiance, the resources open to various ethnic 
groups, and their individual subjective dimensions. Lastly, Barth himself has assumed a 
system by default where sets of prescriptions and proscriptions exist in relations between 
one group and another. To him, this is the exact feature of a plural society when he 
conducted his fieldwork in Pakistan. However, critics argue that it is inadequate to 
discuss ethnic boundary issues under this assumed system without further questioning 
where the “system by default” comes from and who proposed it in the first place (Rex 
1986).  
 
Sandra Wallman, built on Barth’s ideas, has developed an interesting “tea-bag” 
metaphor of ethnic boundaries. According to Wallman, it is far from enough for 
researchers to just break away from their devotion in studying the cultural contents that 
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are enclosed within ethnic boundaries. The focus on the micro-level ethnic relations is 
still considered as stringent and incomplete (Wallman 1979). 
 
Wallman believes that ethnic identity is marked by ethnic boundaries which are lines 
of social differentiation (Wallman 1983). Wallman believes that the vertical relations 
between ethnic groups and macro-structure of the nation-state are of the same importance, 
especially regarding official policies, social stratification and minority issues. Wallman 
embraces Barth’s boundary theory, but she claims that boundaries should have two 
aspects. One is up to the structural and organizational level and the other remains at the 
inter-personal or inter-group level. While the first boundary marks the interface of one 
system to another, the second is very much subjective. It marks the difference between 
“us” and “them” and indicates a sense of identity. Ethnic boundaries, according to 
Wallman, must be both an interface between inside and outside and an identity 
differentiation between “us” and “them” (ibid. p.72).   
 
Moreover, she proposes a “tea-bag” model in illustrating her idea of boundary 
maintenance. The tea-bag notion is derived from the fact that individual members of an 
enclosed group, just like tea-leaves, might manage to fuse in the tea-pot or find a way to 
escape from the tea-bag. But whatever they do, the tea-bag, metaphorically the ethnic 
boundary, continues to exist.        
 
This “tea-bag” metaphor is a challenge to Barth’s “vessel” metaphor which suggests 
ethnic boundaries are virtually containers where cultural contents are enclosed. 
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Wallman’s “tea-bag” model is a creative innovation for providing a more fluid analysis 
of ethnicity which, according to the critics, is exactly what Barth’s model lacks. Wallman 
also argues that boundary markers are usually imperceptible, or in her words “cool in the 
belly”, but in circumstances such as interaction or conflict, these markers will be “heated 
up” and become most prominent and potent, especially in terms of economic or political 
interests.   
 
Following her logic that ethnic boundary manifests ethnic identity, Wallman argues 
that ethnic identity is not a fixed individual quality which can be predicted on the basis of 
physical characteristics, mother tongue, place of birth, or ethnic origin. Identity markers 
like these, however, are part of the symbolic currency of identity processes. Like other 
forms of currency, they have a potential value of improvement if well-used or invested, 
but at risk of decline if “spent” in the wrong setting (ibid. p. 73).  
 
A. P. Cohen believes the boundary making and maintaining mechanisms are in nature 
symbolic. Specifically put, to say that ethnic boundary is symbolic is to suggest that it 
implies different meanings for different people. Boundaries that can be perceived by 
some may be imperceptible to others (Cohen 1985). These characteristics point to a 
pivotal fact that the symbolic construction of ethnicity hinges crucially on consciousness. 
The consciousness is encapsulated in perceptions of boundaries, which are themselves 
largely constituted by people in interaction. In this sense, the symbolic construction of 
ethnicity is materialized in the symbolic construction of ethnic boundaries.  
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Symbols, according to A. P. Cohen, do more than just representations. They allow 
those who employ them to supply part of their meanings. Symbols are shared by those 
who use the same language, participate in the same activities, yet, do not share the 
meanings of the symbols in the same way. “Symbols do not so much express meaning as 
give us the capacity to make meaning (ibid. p. 15)”. Language can be used as an 
interesting example here. Based on my experience, there is a tacit etiquette on the use of 
the Chinese language within the university setting in Singapore. Students from the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC) will talk to each other in Chinese, but will have a 
second thought in speaking Chinese to a Chinese-Singaporean. Likewise, a Chinese-
Singaporean student will not speak Chinese to a PRC student unless they become 
acquaintances. My observation is confirmed by several fellow PRC students, who told me 
that:  
I will only talk to Singaporeans in English unless this Singaporean uses Chinese 
first. Otherwise they will look down on me as if I can not speak proper English. 
You see, they (Singaporeans) only speak Chinese to you when they think you are 
ok and you are a friend.  
 
This language etiquette has become an interesting symbolic discourse in this case. 
Chinese language, as a shared cultural symbol, is perceived and used differently by 
Chinese-Singaporeans and PRC students in this specific context. These two parties share 
a language, but they have different meaning-making process and interpretation of this 
symbol. This different meaning-making process also manifests an embedded sense of 
boundary between these two communities, just as A. P. Cohen analyzes:    
Community is just such a boundary-expressing symbol. As a symbol, it is held in 
common by its members; but its meaning varies with its members’ unique 
orientations to it. In the face of this variability of meaning, the consciousness of 
community has to be kept alive through manipulation of its symbols. The reality 
and efficacy of the community’s boundary—and therefore, of the community 
itself—depends upon its symbolic construction and embellishment. (ibid. p. 15)  
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Another example illustrating the symbolic and constructive nature of ethnic identity 
and community was presented by Espiritu in 1992. Her research was centered on Asian-
Americans. She discovered that individuals will evaluate the symbolic appropriateness 
and the strategic utilities of an array of pan-ethnic and nationality-based identities, and 
then express a particular identity within different settings to different audiences. More 
interestingly, she argued that a layered Asian-American identity was very prominent 
(Espiritu 1992). Basically the people she studied obtain at least two “selves”: the “Asian 
self” and the “American self”. The Asian pan-ethnic identity shows one level of 
identification, especially in contrast with the non-Asians. At the same time, one’s 
national origin remains an important basis for identification when he or she encounters 
other Asians.  
 
Espiritu also noted that a broader Asian pan-ethnic identity would be adopted when a 
larger group size is perceived as an advantage in acquiring resources or political power. 
Whereas when the need for forming a larger Asian community seemed not so urgent, the 
Asian pan-ethnic identity appeared ephemeral and the smaller, culturally distinct, 
nationality-based ethnic identification would emerge and dominate.   
  
Her example presents a more complex meaning-making and identity constructing 
process through different interpretations and use of symbols in specific social contexts. 
The mobilization and manifestations of certain symbols in particular social situations are 
the “choice” of the ethnic group. However, there are two points that need to be clarified. 
Firstly, this kind of symbolic construction is not carried out in a standardized manner by 
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the entire ethnic community. The meaning-making process varies even among 
individuals who share ethnic membership. This is precisely because ethnicity is 
symbolically constructed and is subjected to individuals’ interpretation and action.  
 
Secondly, ethnic identity is fluid and malleable but it is also constructed within a pre-
existing field of symbols to which people are attached. According to Nagel, an individual 
can choose from a set of ethnic identities, but that set is already limited to socially and 
politically defined ethnic classifications with varying degrees of privileges or stigma. 
Wallman believes that each individual has multiple social identities and each identity is 
shown to be dependent on social circumstances and the role frame (Wallman 1983). In 
this sense, the field of one’s choice is not infinite but predetermined and contextual. The 
construction of an ethnic identity is regulated by more powerful institutions, both official 
and unofficial. “In either case, externally enforced ethnic boundaries can be powerful 
determinants of both the content and meaning of particular ethnicities (Nagel 1986: 243)”.   
 
The first dominant institution is the state itself. With the implementation of various 
policies, e.g. immigration policies, ethnicity-related resource policies, political access 
along ethnic lines, etc, ethnic relations are regulated, ethnic boundaries are reshaped and 
ethnic identifications are reconfigured. The political recognition is of significant meaning 
not only to a designated ethnic group, but also to the ones that are not officially 
recognized as their “illegitimate” status promotes in-group identification as well as ethnic 
mobilization as a collectivity, thus affecting new ethnic group formation.  
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Apart from the official political ascription, informal social attribution is also potent in 
demarcating ethnic boundaries. This is evident from Margold’s study of Filipino 
transnationals in the Middle East (Margold 1995) and Vergara’s study of Filipinos in 
California (Vergara 2000). Despite the economic success of professional or middle-class 
overseas Filipinos, their reports of hostility, suspicion, and humiliation in public and 
private interactions with local residents illustrate the power of informal ascriptions and 
stereotypes to shape interethnic relations.  
 
2.3 Constructing Ethnoscapes: Ethnicity in Practice  
 
 
We have so far covered a number of theoretical discussions regarding ethnicity, 
especially the construction of ethnic community and ethnic identity expressed through 
symbol making and boundary maintaining mechanisms. Fishman argues that ethnicity is 
actually an experience of “being, doing and knowing” (Fishman 1980). The human body 
itself is viewed as an expression of ethnicity and ethnicity is commonly felt to be in the 
“blood, bones and flesh” (ibid. p. 84). The sense of “being” of ethnicity relates to others 
as closely as to kinship, family, community and Fishman believes that this sense of 
“being” is the most powerful motivations of humankind. The “doings” of ethnicity 
preserve, confirm and augment collective identities and the natural order. Ethnicity as a 
“knowing” allows people to react to unique stimuli and to intuit what others cannot grasp.  
 
Fishman’s idea of ethnicity materialized through “being, doing and knowing” is 
essentially a primordialist one; however, we can put this framework into a broader 
applicability. Being an ethnic member, knowing or acquiring the consciousness of being 
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a member are not enough to define an ethnic grouping, nor can it account for the 
manifestation of ethnic identity. Another important element is to actually “do” or exercise 
ethnicity, to express the sense of being and knowing that are exclusive to an ethnic group 
in order to differentiate the unclassified ethnic “others”. This kind of exercise can be 
manifested in many areas in the multifaceted social life, such as in the economic aspect or 
the political sphere. This study focuses on a particular area: the social landscapes that are 
deeply influenced by ethnic exercises engaged by different communities. These social 
landscapes are special areas where ethnic interactions take place and ethnic identity 
assertions become prominent. The social landscapes do not necessarily take on territorial 
or physical embodiments. They are imagined, or more specifically symbolically 
constructed geographies that are given special meanings by people.      
 
Appadurai conceptualized an interesting concept of “ethnoscape” in order to describe 
this kind of social landscape, he explained that:  
 
…the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting world in which we live, 
tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers, and other moving groups 
and individuals constitute an essential feature of the world and appear to affect 
the politics of (and between) nations to a hitherto unprecedented degree. 
(Appadurai 1996: 33)      
 
In short, ethnoscape is an emergent phenomenon that has resulted from the global 
trend of human motion. Through channels like mass media and global migration, there 
seem to be more possibilities in life and more choices in identity assertion. The shifting 
people and moving groups have constructed an unstable social landscape where the 
ephemeral quality of social life is revealed. Appadurai defines it as a process of 
deterritorialization, because of which, group identities can not be simply seen as 
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“spatially bounded, historically unselfconscious, or ethnically homogeneous (ibid. 
p.183)”. Rather, territorial or physical boundaries are transcended, identities are remolded 
and the process of cultural reproduction is altered.  
 
But why is the construction of ethnoscapes essential in the expression of ethnicity? 
According to Appadurai, the consequence of the emergence of ethnoscapes and the 
phenomenon of deterritorialization is that primordia have become globalized. In other 
words, “sentiments, whose greatest force is in their ability to ignite intimacy into a 
political state and turn locality into a staging ground for identity, have become spread 
over vast and irregular spaces as groups move yet stay linked to one another through 
sophisticated media capabilities (ibid. p.41)”. The cultural reproduction and social 
imagination of ethnic groups thus shape the transforming ethnoscapes where groups are 
deterritorialized yet culturally and ethnically self-conscious. These ethnoscapes comprise 
“structure of feelings” and have become “phenomenological property of social life” (ibid. 
p.181).  
 
The analysis of ethnoscapes in which imagination is deployed and practiced should be 
centered on the meaning-making process of the highly mobile and diverse people. This 
study will examine not only the ethnoscape that is produced based on a national ethnic 
ideology in Singapore, but also a special form of ethnoscape where the irregular patterns 
of social landscape are concentrated within a specific physical locality by territorial 
boundaries. The intangible structure of feelings is expressed through perceptible social 
activities practiced on specific localities: the public shopping centers.   
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 Public space often implies openness and provides a stage for public life (Chua 2003; 
Chua 1992; Goffman 1959; Whyte 1990; Zukin 1995). The openness does not only refer 
to the physical dimensions of a particular location, it encapsulates more complex political, 
economic and social natures. More often than not, openness to all is more of a vision than 
reality. Although the notion “public” implies that free access is assumed to members of 
the society, these spaces are not those in which people are free to act in any way they 
want. Distinct social rules, norms and dynamics are ascribed to the public space, which 
make it more of a “property of social life” rather than just a ground. The public space as a 
social locality is an active medium which nurtures new forms of collective expressions 
and facilitates the construction of new forms of culture, where group identities can be 
challenged or confirmed.  
 
Ruddick argued that the public space serves not simply to surface particular 
predetermined behaviors or relations, but itself is a dynamic vehicle through which new 
identities are created or contested, existing relations are negotiated and reshaped 
(Ruddick 1996). In the case of Singapore’s constructed ethnoscapes, ethnic imagination 
is transformed into social activities in territorially confined public shopping centers. For 
example, Filipino guest workers congregate at Lucky Plaza, a well-known mall along 
Orchard Road in Singapore, on Sundays to exhibit their “Filipinoness”. Appadurai argues 
that the practice of ethnic imagination involves ethnic projects of “Others” and the 
consciousness of these projects. The production of ethnoscapes provides ideal stages for 
self-reproduction of local subjects (Appadurai 1996: 191). In this kind of project, the 
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state is playing a crucial role in dictating the parameters for ethnic identity and ethnic 
relations in the pursuit of multiculturalism, the local responses across ethnicities are 
equally important, if not more, as they are the main determinants to the emotional 
legitimacy of the ethnic community.  
 
Ethnic identification and community construction, involving affective and emotional 
ties, are largely based on shared imaginations. In this sense, especially in multiethnic 
societies in the contemporary world, explicit differentiations among various ethnic 
communities become especially salient due to different imaginations at work. Ethnic 
boundaries may be constructed or broken because of conflict, change, choice and 
constraints. But more importantly, either the construction or the break-down of 
boundaries are nothing but imagined scenarios. Symbols, primordial bonds, historical and 
cultural issues are included in the imaginary practice as well. It is also worth noting that 
the manifestation of ethnicity, its linkage to economic, political and cultural aspects of 
social life can be best understood only in a given context. Similarly, ethnic imagination 
and construction can only be fully comprehended with regard to the given society’s 
historical and structural contexts.                       
 
2.4 Research Context and Methodology 
 
 
In order to examine the process of production of ethnoscapes and the manifestation of 
ethnic identity within these ethnoscapes, a note of methodology and fieldwork is very 
important here. Fieldwork for this study was conducted from January 2004 until March 
2005 in Singapore. During the 14 months, information was gathered from various sources 
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including discussing with colleagues and other individuals, conducting library research, 
attending seminars and talks, and most importantly, visiting the field sites, the “ethnic 
shopping centers” where most of my observations and interviews were carried out.  
 
For an ethnographic study, fieldwork is essential because the purpose of doing 
ethnography is to discover and illustrate a particular cultural system and the meaning 
system that people are using to make sense of their behaviors and to interpret their 
experiences (Spradley 1979). In other words, ethnography is all about going into the 
subjects’ lives and to “chart the general features of the cultural landscape” (ibid. p. 185). 
With the impact of globalization and modernization, a new kind of ethnography was 
proposed by Appadurai (1996) to capture the nature of locality as a lived experience in a 
globalized, deterritorialized world. He further explained that: 
 
It implies that ethnographers can no longer simply be content with the thickness 
they bring to the local and the particular, nor can they assume that as they 
approach the local, they approach something more elementary, more contingent, 
and thus more real than life seen in larger-scale perspectives…These complex, 
partly imagined lives must now form the bedrock of ethnography. (ibid. p.54)  
 
Influenced by this idea of doing a new kind of ethnography, this study aims to 
provide a detailed documentation of different social landscapes in Singapore, including 
the prominent CMIOscape. The production, especially the territorial declaration made by 
ethnic “others” is not unusual in Singapore and the famous ones have been documenting 
by various ethnographic studies. For example, the Serangoon Road area, also know as 
“Little India” is a well-known gathering place for construction workers from India and 
Bangladesh. Yeo has studied this setting carefully and presented an interesting account 
documented how “Little India” was transformed into a “contested terrain” and the 
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interaction and negotiation of foreign workers and Singaporeans in their daily living. 
What is more interesting is that these workers actually dress up every Sunday when they 
gather at public spaces in order to show others that they are not merely construction 
workers but “people to be respected” (Yeo 1999: 84).  
 
Another famous site is Lucky Plaza, a regular Sunday meeting place for Filipinos, 
especially domestic helpers. Yeoh, Lim and Wong have provided detailed studies about 
the dynamism among people and place, political interference, cultural contrasts, 
negotiation and contestation of identity (Lim 1995; Yeoh 1997; Yeoh 1998; Wong 1999; 
Yeoh 1999). Golden Mile Complex is the most popular hang-out for Thais in Singapore, 
and the unique characteristics have been recorded by various research (Wong 1985; Hoon 
2002; Mislimah 2003; Kitiarsa 2005). All these local accounts for the ethnic congregation 
in shopping areas have contributed significantly to our understanding of transnationals’ 
lives in Singapore. Their original information and rich ethnographic narratives have 
provided another angle of looking at the migrants from the subjects’ own perspectives. 
Apart from these well-known ones, there also are less-examined “ethnic localities” with 
the same characteristics. For example, the Grace Park near the Orchard MRT station is 
another Filipino hang-out spot. The park is named “gulong-gulong” by the Filipinos 
workers, which literally means “rolls” or “wheels” in Tagalog. It is used to describe the 
rolling terrain of this public greenery. Another example is Peninsula Plaza near the City 
Hall area, known as a “Little Myanmar” in Singapore.          
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We should bear in mind that the lives of transnationals do not exist in isolation and 
can not be separated from Singapore’s multiethnic landscape. The complex, transnational 
cultural flows have actually linked the currently separated (at least conceptually) areas in 
doing ethnography (i.e. ethnic studies versus migration studies). Appadurai argues that 
anthropology must face the challenge of making contributions to cultural studies without 
the benefit of its previous principal source of leverage, which is the sighting of the 
savages (Appadurai 1996: 65). Similarly, studies of Singapore’s multiethnicity or 
migration must stop from the “sighting of the others” or the “sighting of the CMIO”, but 
to face the new challenges posed by transnationalism and global deterritorialization. In 
Appadurai’s words: 
 
Ethnography must redefine itself as that practice of representation that 
illuminates the power of large-scale, imagined life possibilities over specific life 
trajectories. This is the thickness with a difference, and the difference lies in a 
new alertness to the fact that ordinary lives today are more often powered not by 
the givenness of things but by the possibilities that the media (either directly or 






Among all the imagined and constructed social localities, there were three reasons 
why Lucky Plaza and Golden Mile Complex were chosen as the field sites for this study. 
Firstly and most importantly, these two shopping centers are two of the most well-known 
ones in Singapore. Both of them have a history longer than 10 years and both of them 
attract nearly 10,000 migrant workers congregating on their day-offs. Both Lucky Plaza 
and Golden Mile Complex are unanimously considered as ethnically characterized and 
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are most exotic in the eyes of the local Singaporeans. The distinctive features of Lucky 
Plaza and Golden Mile Complex make them the most suitable cases for this study.  
 
The second reason was practicality. Both Lucky Plaza and Golden Mile Complex 
have 10 years of history and they have already attracted not only foreign workers but also 
the attention of local media and scholars. Newspaper articles, official reports as well as 
academic research have been focusing on the “migrant worker gathering” phenomena 
since the 1980s, which have provided a rich pool of resource for future investigation. 
With the existing documents, I can easily trace back to the 1970s and study the historical 
background and the transformation of these shopping centers.  
 
Last but not least, my contact with Filipino and Thai researchers with NUS helped me 
in getting in touch with Filipino and Thai respondents at the very beginning of this 
research. Although shopping centers are public spaces which are open to everyone, it was 
unexpectedly difficult for me to get the initial contact with migrant workers. In a foreign 
environment, migrant workers are very cautious especially to someone outside their 
community. They are obviously warm and friendly to their co-nationals, but when 
meeting a foreign female researcher like myself, their enthusiasm of talking and 
communicating was replaced with suspicion and skepticism. A few conversations I had 
with them always ended with awkward silence or impatience.  
 
Language barrier is another obstacle that I had to find a way to conquer. English is 
not my first language, nor is for the Filipinos’ or Thais’. Not able to speak or understand 
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Tagalog or Thai, especially the Isan dialect that most of the Thai workers speak4, I was 
trapped in situations where my respondents were chitchatting with each other excitedly 
while I could only try to speculate on what they were talking about. When these incidents 
happened, the only thing I could do was to keep smiling to try to fight the feeling of 
frustration. The “insider’s connection” was so critical that it directly determined whether 
I can continue with this research. Without these Filipino and Thai researchers who 
assisted me in establishing the first connection with the workers, it was impossible to 
carry out the research.  
   
Participant and non-participant observations together with in-depth interviews were 
firstly carried out at Lucky Plaza in January 2004. I visited Lucky Plaza on both 
weekdays and weekends with my Filipino friends or on my own, mostly taking pictures 
and jotting down notes. I was interested in two things: these shopping centers’ business 
and the congregation of people. I wanted to find out what were the thriving businesses in 
Lucky Plaza and the places that people liked to hang out. While I was doing my 
observation, one question was recurring: why does Lucky Plaza give out such a 
distinctive impression of being different when compared to other shopping malls along 
Orchard Road? Is it because of the place’s ambience or because of the people who visit it? 
In-depth interviews were conducted with the company of my friend Mr. Vicente C. Reyes, 
a Filipino PhD with NUS, who also became a translator sometime when 
miscommunication happened.  
                                                 
4 Isan is a province locaed in the northeast Thailand. Most of the construction workers in Singapore are from this region. 
Many of the Thai workers speak only Isan dialect, not even standard Thai. Very few are literate in English. See Kitiarsa, 
P. (2005). Village Transnationalism: Transborder Identities among Thai-Isan Migrant Workers in Singapore. 2005 




 Although the Filipino domestic helpers in Singapore are literate in English, 
communication problems still remained. Moreover, I used an audio-cassette tape recorder 
in the process of interviewing which often made them nervous at the beginning. It took 
sometime for them to open up to me. Another difficulty was time constraint. Most of the 
domestic helpers have only one day off every week while some of them have day-offs 
only on a monthly basis. It was difficult for them to accept the lengthy interview which 
may take one to two hours of their very limited free time. 
 
Facing this obstacle, I borrowed Spradley’s method of using respondent’s diary as a 
part of the information source (Spradley 1999). Instead of requesting my respondents to 
write diaries, I asked them to write personal narratives of their lives in Singapore. I also 
provided five themes that they could start with, which will be discussed in detail in the 
following section. Most of my respondents found it interesting and they were willing to 
share their stories with me. I found this method very useful because the respondents 
would not feel pressured as they might be in face to face interviews. Another advantage 
was that they can write the stories at the place they stay after work. They have more time 
to think, moreover, they can feel free to open up and their stories appear to be more 
emotional and personal. They are less cautious in terms of telling me controversial stories 
as many of them chose to use aliases or have concealed their identities.  
 
I have also conducted in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with Filipino 
professionals in Singapore, most of whom are students, university staff, designers, 
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doctors, etc. I did not ask them to write life stories because of their tight schedules. It was 
easier to talk to them rather than ask them to write. The success of my experiment in 
Lucky Plaza gave me confidence in doing the same thing at Golden Mile Complex. This 
method of doing life narratives would be more helpful because most of the Thai workers 
are incapable of conversing in English and therefore it was almost impossible for me to 
talk to them in person without a translator.  
 
I started visiting Golden Mile Complex from the end of November 2004 to March 
2005, and repeated the same observation process at the same time trying to get in touch 
with more Thai workers as my respondents. Dr. Pattana Kitiarsa, a post-doctoral fellow 
with the Asian Research Institute (ARI), works as a volunteer part-time English teacher at 
Golden Mile Complex. Being a curious student myself, I attended his English class and 
with his invaluable help, I was able to talk to his Thai students who could speak simple 
Mandarin and started to get to understand their lives in Singapore from a different 
perspective. The narratives they gave back to me were all written in Thai which were 
translated into English by a Singaporean-Thai research assistant. 
 
Profiles of Respondents 
 
At the end of my fieldwork, I successfully collected 45 narratives written by Filipino 
(23) and Thai (22) workers. I also conducted 5 formal interviews with Filipino domestic 
helpers (tape-recorded) and many informal interviews and talks with Thai workers, Thai 
and Filipino professionals as well as many locals, including Singaporean students, 
shoppers and residents who live in the Golden Mile Complex vicinity.  
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 My Filipino respondents were predominantly female whereas the Thai respondents 
were mostly male. The major reason is their gender-specific occupation. Eighty percent 
of the Filipino workers in Singapore are domestic helpers. Among all 30 domestic helpers 
whom I had contacted, half of them were already married and have children back in the 
Philippines, the other half remained single. The youngest was only 22 years old but the 
majority of them were in their thirties. Most of them have stayed in Singapore for 3 to 10 
years. Some even stayed for as long as 17 years. I got to know newcomers as well, who 
had just arrived in Singapore three months earlier. Only 2 of all the 30 women have 
obtained their Singapore PR status, the rest are still on Work Permit, including the one 
who has been here for 17 years. Most of them have day-offs at least once a month. The 
more experienced ones have better offers as they can have off-days every Sunday.  
 
The Thai workers I interviewed were mainly in their thirties. The youngest one is 
only 23 and the most senior one was 45 years old. Half of them are single and half 
already have a family with children. Most of them have stayed in Singapore for more 
than five years. There are also newcomers, who have arrived for just two months, 
whereas the more experienced workers have lived in this island for more than a decade. 
Most of them enjoy one day off every week, or on a fortnightly basis.  
 
As mentioned earlier, apart from the workers, professionals and local residents were 
also part of my respondent pool. Whenever I had a chance, I would talk to any Filipino or 
Thai professional I encountered. Because unlike most of the migrant workers who have a 
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regular off day—usually Sunday—and regular gathering places, the professionals were 
more difficult to locate as they have more flexible schedules and they do not congregate 
in large numbers like the workers do. I had talked to both female and male professionals 
including students, university staff, researchers, a nurse, a teacher, a computer engineer, 
an interior designer, doctor and consultant. They are either PR or Employment Pass/ 
Student Pass holders. Some of them brought their families along when they moved to 
Singapore while others regularly fly back and forth between Singapore and their home 
country. I was also able to talk to several Singaporean students in NUS, some residents 
living in the nearby HDB flats around Golden Mile Complex, shop owners in both 
shopping centers and also some Singaporean shoppers in Lucky Plaza. Conversations and 
discussions held with the professionals and locals were in English. 
 
Interviews and Narratives:  Lessons and Experiences 
 
 
Before I applied the idea of collecting narratives, I tried to apply Spradley’s technique 
of doing ethnographic interview with migrant workers (Spradley 1979). An ethnographic 
interview suggests that before going into the field, the researcher should have an open 
mind and a dedication of learning from the subjects themselves. There is no fixed 
structure of doing the interview. It is open-ended and more of a “go with the flow” type 
of interviewing where the researcher is the humble listener, reacting and probing further 
in the process of communicating.  
 
I initially believed that this would be the best method because I was still relatively 
uncertain as to what I really wanted to learn about these migrant workers. I was interested 
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in their experiences and their feelings of living in Singapore, but this seemed to be too 
broad a scope and hard to manage. I went to the field with an open mind, hoping that I 
could be stimulated by my respondents during our conversation.  
 
Apparently, Sprardley’s ethnographic interview had both up- and downsides in my 
case. The good thing was that everything my respondents told me was new and I started 
to have a background of their lives. And later in the stage of further conceptualization of 
my thesis, I realized how valuable it was as my thoughts were not constrained by the 
existing documents and I did not rashly set my thesis in a particular direction. However, 
the topics that we had covered during interviews were so broad and it became tricky in 
narrowing down the scope and finding the main themes. In the end, the major problem—
language—emerged, which made me decide that instead of interviewing, it might be 
more viable to collect short life stories from my respondents (Atkinson 1998; Spradley 
1999).  
 
A set of five page questionnaires were distributed to Filipino and Thai workers. They 
needed to identify their age, occupation, marital status and other demographic 
information of this kind on the cover page, and then they could write down stories on the 
attached four blank pages. My request was for a 500 to 1000 words story, but many of 
them gave me lengthy personal experiences of their own or of their friends. At first I did 
not intend to give them any writing guideline until I was asked by some of the 
respondents themselves: “What are we supposed to write? What do you want me to 
write?” I provided five themes that they might want to focus on: 1) impressions about 
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Singapore as compared to their home country; 2) interesting experiences or memorable 
events; 3) difficulties or problems they encountered (working, relationship, friendship, 
and so on); 4) what they do in their leisure times (i.e. day-offs) or holidays; and 5) their 
hobbies. I found out that in this way, the contents of the narratives still cover many 
aspects of the workers’ lives. At the same time, it was easier for the workers and also for 
me to organize findings and make comparisons.      
 
Talking to the professionals was a different experience. I got to know them on various 
occasions: through common friends, get-togethers, seminars and lectures. Many of them 
were genuinely interested in the project and also were curious about my intentions of 
doing this research. To them, I was a Chinese student in Singapore, who should have 
different interests other than migrant workers from the Philippines or Thailand. I found 
this was a wonderful starting point and could be used for my own research purpose. By 
answering them that I became interested in studying foreign workers because of their 
congregation at shopping centers, I could follow up asking them about their opinions on 
this phenomenon and what were the places that they liked to go to during their free time. 
I also shared with them my own experience as a stranger in a foreign land (although 70% 
of the Singaporean population is Chinese).  
 
In the process of communicating, they needed to hear my opinion and my attitude 
towards particular issues, and they seemed to enjoy the exchange of ideas and thoughts 
from different perspectives. In this case, my role as a listener with migrant workers had 
changed into an active talker. I found the discussions with the professionals really 
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challenging, because when they talked about certain issues such as nationalism or identity 
formation, not only did they tell me how they feel, they also provided me with in-depth 
analyses which always enlightened me. Surprisingly, my foreign identity gave me some 
advantages in this case because: 1) both Filipino and Thai professionals were very patient 
with me whenever I had questions. To them, my cultural ignorance was understandable; 2) 
I am neither a Filipino nor a Thai, not even a Singaporean. They felt that I was in a 
neutral position and could examine the issues without prejudice or bias against their 
underprivileged co-nationals.    
 
This chapter has focused on the symbolic construction of ethnicity manifested in 
ethnoscapes. The Singapore case serves as an interesting example to examine these 
dimensions of ethnicity because of its diverse ethnic population and its complex social 
and cultural structure. A general discussion of some important issues and challenges in 
doing field research in such a setting also suggests the limitations of this study as well as 


















CHAPTER 3    THE SINGAPORE CONTEXT: 
MULTIETHNICITY IN AN IMAGINED “CMIOSCAPE” 
 
 
Singapore poses an interesting yet complex case for the study of ethnicity because of 
several unique features it holds: its immigrant roots, its ethnically diverse population 
which is required to subscribe to four ethnic identities with readily-set “cultural 
packages”; its tactful strategies in managing ethnic relations and its openness towards 
foreigners. The multiethnic character of Singapore derives from a residential population 
of over 3.4 million made up of Chinese (76.2%), Malays (13.8%), Indians (8.3%), and a 
residual category of Others (1.7%), usually conceptualized as Eurasians5 (Figure 1). 
These four ethnic categorizations, Chinese, Malay, Indian and Others (CMIO), was 
indeed a legacy of the colonial Straits Settlement in the 18th century brought out by the 
British and is still functioning well as Singapore progresses towards a modern metropolis 
(Chew and Lee 1991; Ackermann 1997).  
 
What is more interesting is that, from the 1980s, the complexity of Singapore’s 
multiethnic landscape was compounded by the huge influx of transnationals under the 
influence of globalization. As a cultural and economic hub, Singapore welcomes people 
                                                 
5 The Eurasian community in Singapore is long established, having formed a distinct feature of Singaporean society at 
least since the early nineteenth century, though its roots in the Malay Archipelago go back to the Portuguese and Dutch 
colonial enterprises. The Eurasians do not form a single ethnic group, but are the descendants of various Asian peoples 
(Malay, Chinese, Indian, Bataks, etc.) on the one hand and "Europeans" (the colonial powers such as the Portuguese, 
Dutch, and British as well as migrants from Central and Eastern Europe) on the other. A distinct group of Eurasians are 
the descendants of the Luso-Malay or Kristang in Malacca. Their community dates back to the Portuguese discovery of 
the Ocean routes in the sixteenth century. After the conquest of Malacca in 1511, Portuguese were encouraged to marry 
local women. The Luso-Malay speak a Creole language called Papia Kristang, which uses archaic Portuguese with a 
Malay grammar. More information, refer to http://www.eurasians.org/home.html, also see Braga-Blake, M. (1992). 




from the outside and embraces cultural and social impacts that are brought along by this 
highly mobile population. At the same time, Singapore has been diligently presenting an 
image, selling its cosmopolitan environment, diverse culture and economic wellbeing, 
which fuel people’s imagination of a possible happy life working and living in this small 
and well-organized island. This imagination is shared by all kinds of people, from various 
backgrounds taking up different occupations, and is effectively turned into reality, which 













 Figure 1: Resident Population by Ethnic Distribution 
(source: Department of Statistics, Singapore, 2004) 
 
 
Facing this influx of transnationals, the Singapore government, People’s Action Party 
(PAP), remains very cautious about its ethnic policies and the corresponding management 
of ethnicity. Constantly concerned about the nation’s survival, ethnicity is treated by the 
PAP as a particularly important issue in Singapore’s grand nation building project. As a 
consequence, a “CMIOscape” is deliberately created by the state as the principal 
framework where all ethnicity-related issues are accommodated. The CMIOscape is an 
important constituent part of the social landscape in Singapore. It is a social landscape 
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where the classified CMIO communities live, interact and make meanings of their CMIO 
identities in the highly ethnicized landscape.    
 
The use of the suffix –scape here is stimulated by Appadurai’s framework in 
analyzing the relationship among different dimensions of global cultural flows6. The use 
of –scape, according to him, allows us to capture the fluid, irregular patterns of different 
social landscapes, and to understand that these patterns are perspectival constructs rather 
than given objects. It also indicates that different influential factors such as history, 
linguistics, and politics will contribute to the construction of these different social 
landscapes, which are the building blocks of the “imagined worlds” (Appadurai 1996: 33).  
 
Similarly, I propose the model of CMIOscape in order to capture the construction of 
ethnicity in Singapore, engineered by the state and participated by its people. This 
CMIOscape itself is fluid and complicated; it also engenders stringent boundaries at the 
same time. Within the scope of the CMIOscape, ethnicity is imagined and practiced at 
two levels. At the state level, several strategies were adopted by the PAP to create a 
collective nationalist/ ethnic sentiment based upon the CMIOscape. Singapore’s colonial 
history, immigrant roots and other narratives are used as the nation’s founding myth, 
which legitimates the existence of its unique CMIOscape. At another level, living in this 
CMIOscape and being active agents who experience and constitute this special landscape, 
local people engage in this national imagination and contribute to the success of this 
political (rather than ethnic) construction.  
                                                 
6 These dimensions of global cultural flows are termed ethnoscape, mediascape, technoscape, financescape, and 
ideoscapes. For more detail, refer to Appadurai 1996: 33. 
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 The CMIO ethnic identity is generally accepted (willingly or unwillingly) as an 
inseparable fact of life of being a Singaporean. Constituting and contributing to the 
formation of the CMIOscape, ethnic identities are interpreted and reconstructed by 
Singaporeans as an everyday lived experience. As discussed earlier, ethnicity as an 
imaginative practice is highly contextual and perspectival. In this sense, in order to 
analyze ethnicity in the Singapore context, the importance of the CMIOscape should not 
be overlooked. Nevertheless, we have to be aware that Singapore is such a complex 
society and the CMIOscape only portrays very limited parts of the entire social landscape. 
Equalizing the CMIOscape to Singapore society is essentially flawed. Similarly, using 
only the CMIO framework to try to reach a comprehensive analysis of Singapore’s ethnic 
intricacies will fall short of capturing ethnicity in contemporary Singapore.  
 
This chapter will elaborate on the notion of CMIOscape, explaining how it is 
imagined and constructed at different levels by different agencies, and what kind of 
activities are involved in this collective construction. A detailed account of Singapore 
society, its history, transformation and current circumstances, will be introduced to 
examine why and how the CMIOscape is formed, its importance and its function. 
Selected arenas of the CMIOscape will be studied in order to illustrate how ethnicity 
becomes a political project in the imagination and production of a nationwide CMIO 
identity to turn the political state of Singapore into a cultural nation. Lastly, this chapter 
will call for a new perspective in examining ethnicity in Singapore, a perspective that is 
 46
not constrained by the current categorization and constructs but looks beyond the 
CMIOscape in the global city of Singapore.  
 
 
3.1 Multiethnicity and Singapore: A Review of History  
 
 
Singapore, also known as Temasek, became a major node of the long-distance 
maritime communication network between the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea in 
the 14th century (Chew and Lee 1991; Ackermann 1997). But its importance waned after 
its sacking by Javanese naval forces and a shift of Malay royalty to Malacca in the early 
15th century. In 1819, Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles landed on the island of Singapore 
with a British sailing expedition. By that time, there were only 1,000 residents living in 
this small island and most of them were Malay and some Chinese. Twenty years later, in 
1840, Singapore was already able to show its phenomenal growth in the trading business. 
As a free port, Singapore managed to attract many people from different regions who 
wanted to seek fortune. This trading port soon thrived based on its advantageous position 
and in connecting advanced industrial economies and countries that are underdeveloped 
but rich in resources. Consequently, many Malays from the Peninsula, Sumatra and 
elsewhere came to Singapore, together with immigrants from China, British India, 
Eurasians from India and Malacca, and a number of Europeans, Arabs and others 
(Ackermann 1997). Among all the immigrants, the Chinese took up the largest portion. 
By 1827, nearly half of the population in Singapore was Chinese. As the pioneer 
immigrants from China settled down, the subsequent arrivals from the same village, clan 
or dialect group tended to center around the already established community based on the 
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similarity of economic activities or family ties. These ties helped to consolidate the 
community association and strengthen occupational specialization among the first 
generation immigrants.   
 
     After the British claimed full sovereignty over Singapore, the city went through a 
series of physical change under the guidelines of the British Town Planning scheme. Sir 
Raffles, considered as the founder of Singapore, was the major planner. He wanted to 
make sure that different classes of residents had their own separate quarters. The new 
plan marked out distinct areas on both sides of the Singapore River for different uses. 
Most importantly, it distinguished residential quarters for various ethnic groups. The 
expanding commercial sectors occupied the south area of the Singapore River where the 
Indian and Chinese trading communities were allocated. The European quarter took its 
site in the north of the River, and the Arab quarter was around the Sultan’s mosque (Yeoh 
and Kong 1995). This plan promoted ethnic separation and reinforced ethnic residential 
concentration, which can still be traced in the present city landscape. The Chinese 
settlement was referred to as “Chinatown”; the Indian residence was named “Little India”, 
whereas the Malays could be found around the Geylang Serai area, known as the “Malay 
Village”. The British administrators had intentionally transformed Singapore into a plural 
society with clear-cut ethnic boundaries both territorially and socially, a society that 
resembles Furnivall’s description of colonial Burma:  
 
It (a plural society) is in the strictest sense a medley for they mix but do not 
combine. Each group holds by its own religion, its own culture and language, its 
own ideas and ways. As individuals they meet, but only in the market place, in 
buying and selling. There is a plural society with different sections of the 
community living side by side but separately within the same political unit. Even 
 48
in the economic sphere there is a division of labor on racial lines. (Furnivall 1968: 
304) 
 
The contact and business exchange among all the ethnic groups did not blur the ethnic 
boundaries. On the contrary, each group became more conscious of the difference and 
retained their distinctiveness in order to survive social and economic competition. People 
formed separate communities and practiced their folkways as if these had never been 
transplanted from their native sources. Singapore during the British occupation era was a 
society composed of different ethnic groups whose bonds to their nations of origin were 
never relinquished. A sense of belonging to Singapore among these diverse peoples had 
not taken root.  
 
When the Federation of Malaya was established in 1948, its Malay leaders refused to 
accept Singapore based on Singapore’s large Chinese population. Their concern was that 
the inclusion of Singapore would directly result in a Chinese majority of 43% against 
41% of Malays. More importantly, other disputes over economic, political and communal 
issues stirred resentment between Singapore and Kuala Lumpur as they believed that 
each side had imposed unacceptable intervention to their internal affairs (Vasil 1995; 
Ackermann 1997). The major discontent was about the ethnic relations. The Singapore 
government intended to build a multiethnic society based on meritocracy that ensured 
equal opportunity to everyone. The People’s Action Party (PAP) refused to extend to 
Singaporean Malays the same privilege that they enjoyed in Malaysia. This stance greatly 
irritated Malay nationalists in Singapore. As a consequence, a series of ethnic riots 
erupted in July and September 1964. In August 1965, Tunku Abdul Rahman announced 
the expulsion of Singapore from the Federation of Malaysia. Since then, the PAP and 
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people in Singapore believed that they had no choice but to fight for their survival and to 
establish a nation of their own.      
 
 
3.2 Production of the CMIOscape 
 
 
This traumatic separation did not slow down Singapore’s speed of becoming one of 
the major trading centers in Southeast Asia. Its economic progress has attracted numerous 
immigrants from various areas, with diverse ethnic and cultural backgrounds, who came 
here with ambitions of winning a fortune. The influx of immigrants had made the PAP 
concerned about the future of this “vulnerable” city-state. As the ruling government of 
Singapore, the PAP was able to predict the “potential danger” caused by its disintegrated 
population and the continuing influx of immigrants.  
 
The PAP’s rational was not hard to follow: the British colonizer who had delimited 
separate residential quarters contributed to the deterioration of ethnic assimilation. 
Established commercial specialization restrained new immigrants from interaction and 
communication with the former settlers. The merger and separation from Malaysia 
ignited ethnic conflict and diminished mutual communication among different ethnic 
groups, precipitating prejudice and intolerance. Forced to become independent, the new 
government had to face a serious situation; the inhabitants were scattered and lacked 
communal understanding towards each other inciting frequent ethnic riots that 
exacerbated social disharmony. Hence, the concern for “lack of social cohesion” had 
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become the most pressing problem that could jeopardize the future of this new nation, as 
Mr. Goh Keng Swee, the Minister of the Interior and Defense at that time, noted in 1967: 
 
We are a complex, multiracial community with little sense of common history, 
with a group purpose that is yet to be properly articulated. We are in the process 
of rapid transition towards a destiny which we do not yet know. (Chew and Lee 
1991: 363) 
 
The problem of “lack of social cohesion” itself is terrifying enough for the PAP to 
imagine the collapse of this young nation. Educated in the West, admiring the models of 
Western democracy and modern civilization, the political leaders at that time believed 
that primordialism and nationalism towards immigrants’ country of origin were the 
reasons for the “lack of social cohesion” in Singapore as an independent nation. They 
were concerned by the potential threats that new immigrants would be contributing to 
further ethnic segregation because their strong primordial attachments to kinships, clans, 
and dialect groups would deter or discourage them from mingling with people of other 
ethnic groups. Without mutual understanding and communication, complicated further by 
various competitions for community survival and economic welfare, ethnic riots would 
break out and the society would be destroyed. This kind of primordial ties, according to 
Appadurai, are believed to make people “attach in infantile ways to blood, language, 
religion, and memory” and therefore become “violence-prone and ill-equipped for 
participation in mature civic societies” (Appadurai 1996:143). This primordialism and 
nationalism were bothering the young PAP government who was determined to transform 
Singapore into a modern nation-state.     
 
The PAP’s imagination, which I would call an imagination of crisis, constantly 
appears and predominates Singapore’s national discourse from the early years of nation-
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building until now. This imagination of crisis motivated the PAP to work out a feasible 
plan in order to educate the segmented ethnic communities out of primordialism and 
embrace modern civilization. Multiethnic policies (again adopting the Western model), 
hence, had become Singapore’s nation-building strategies. Of course, in order for these 
strategies to function well, it must appeal to its people and retain the government’s 
control over the nation-state.  
 
The PAP firstly employed a “melting-pot” (Vasil 1995; Quah 2000) approach to try 
to acculturate and assimilate people, placing emphasis on similarity and promoting shared 
culture among members of each of the CMIO group. The most important thing needed to 
be done is to invent a shared ethno-national history. In order to serve this purpose, the 
colonial history of Singapore is conveniently included and Sir Stamford Raffles was not 
considered as a colonizer but a respectable “founder”. Singapore perhaps is the only 
nation in the Southeast Asian region who iconizes its former colonial ruler in this 
particular aspect. It is interesting to see how an eight year old student sees Raffles as 
almost a national hero: “The founder of Singapore is Sir Stamford Raffles in the year 
1819. Since then, we have the famous Raffles Hotel and other things using the famous 
name ‘Raffles’ (Korrine Koh, student, 8)”7. The inclusion of this colonial history was 
probably intentional because Singapore suddenly gained almost 150 years of history and 
could afford to give its people a sense of the past and rootedness. Although all national 
histories are to some extent “invented” (Hobsbawm 1983), Singapore is peculiar in 
embracing rather than demonizing the colonial heritage in this case.   
                                                 
7 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.7), a handbook edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 
2003 Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7).  
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However, the first move made by the PAP—the “melting-pot” strategy—was not 
well-received as the state soon realized that differences among people did not “melt” as 
planned. Thus the second strategy was implemented with the central theme of 
“Asianizing Singapore”. Paradoxically, an English-based education was greatly promoted 
as a neutral medium of communication in order to stay clear of the misleading impression 
that Singapore was a potential “third China”. The dominant English-speaking population 
of Singapore also projected an image of a cosmopolitan state with well-educated English-
speaking people who are capable of participating in a modern civic society. At the same 
time Asian cultures were also promoted through a series of programs, either nation-wide 
(e.g. “Speaking Mandarin Campaign”) or community-centered (e.g. the “self-help” 
program for the Malay population), were launched in order to promote group solidarity 
and to shield Singapore from Westernization8. The guiding principle of the launching of 
these programs was to offer homogenized Asian cultures for providing a sense of 
continuity with the past and the ancestry which serves as a base of self-respect and 
personal authenticity in the modern world.        
 
Thus, apart from the imagination of crisis, the PAP has developed another kind of 
imagination—the imagined Asian-ness—in the process of nation-building. Ironically, this 
imagined Asian-ness reveals the fact that the central focus of this modern nation was to 
create emotions and attachments that are primordial in nature, which was once considered 
as a threat to the future of the nation. Perhaps the rationale behind it was that once the 
people were educated out of their own primordialism, in particular, their dialect groups, 
                                                 
8 For detailed accounts of these campaigns, refer to Lai 1995, Vasil 1995, Quah 2000. 
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their identification to provincial-based community or clans (to open up to Western 
modernization), it was then appropriate to ask them to subscribe to a new set of 
primordial sentiments that was created to ensure the empowerment of the state (and to 
resist Westernization). These seemingly contradictory activities were actually motivated 
by strong political agendas. Appadurai pointed out that: 
 
Many racial, religious, and cultural fundamentalisms are deliberately fostered by 
various nation-states, or parties within them, in their efforts to suppress internal 
dissent, to construct homogeneous subjects of the state, and to maximize the 
surveillance and control of the diverse populations under their control. 
(Appadurai 1996: 146)           
 
In the 1990’s, the PAP had to shift the emphasis of its ethnic policies again as the 
promotion of Asian-ness was not well-accepted by all people. A new model of 
“overlapping circles” was launched as a result, as explained by the former Prime Minister 
Goh Chok Tong:  
 
…This overlapping-circles approach to building a nation and common identity is 
diametrically opposite the melting-pot approach (which)… would have meant 
absorption of the minority communities by the majority community…the 
overlapping-circles approach maximizes our common ground but retains each 
race’s separate identity. (in Quah 2000: 84)   
 
This “overlapping circles” approach was aimed to ease the tension and suspicions 
held by the minorities that the Chinese majority would take control over Singapore and 
that minorities would be assimilated and lose their ethnic distinctiveness. The PAP 
promised that each ethnic group’s cultural and political interests would be protected and 
respected. Mutual tolerance and understanding were greatly encouraged as well. 
 
With the establishment of the model, the CMIOscape was constructed and well-
controlled at the level of the state. The imagination of crisis and the imagination of 
 54
Asian-ness backed up with various political, economic agendas, have worked together 
providing a set of guidelines that was created by the government in the building of the 
nation-state. From the production of a shared (and prolonged) national history, to the 
implementation of the language policy, to the projection of an imagined Asian identity, 
these concrete practices of imagination materialized the production of the CMIOscape 
where the fluid and complex ethnic interactions and confrontations take place. Using the 
PAP’s model of “overlapping circles”, the shape of this CMIOscape could be sketched 
out in an identifiable manner. The four CMIO overlapping circles constitute one flexible 
and highly contextual landscape which covers a spectrum of social activities in Singapore. 
At the same time, the presence of the circles also indicates the existence of boundaries 
which limits the conceptual “melting” and “assimilation” of the Chinese, Malay, Indian 
and Other identities into one another within the CMIOscape.  
 
“If China has the famous Great Wall, Singapore has four walls consisting of four 
races as one nation who can defend the four corners of Singapore from invasions9 (Mohd 
Zamm Amir, self employed, 36)”. Indeed, this is how many Singaporeans envision this 
nation: the CMIO ethnic groups function as four pillars that are supporting Singapore 
from collapsing. Interestingly, the imagination of these four ethnic groups as four walls 
(and as strong as the Great Wall of China) somehow accurately captures the very nature 
of a CMIO national identity, an identity that is almost unshakable and unchangeable as a 
fact of life for most Singaporeans.          
 
                                                 
9 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.79), edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 2003 
Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7). 
 55
Every Singapore citizen when he or she reaches the school age will be given a 
National Registration Identity Card (NRIC), a pink card that records one’s race, religion, 
country of birth and a thumb print. The category of race, in particular, serves as an 
important measurement which helps to determine the “mother tongue” one should speak 
or the kind of university one is eligible to enter, the specific housing policy that will be 
applied and the religion one is supposed to hold10. Hence, all Singaporeans, as young as 
school children, are constantly aware that he or she is a member of a “race” whereby he 
or she should speak a particular language, behave in a particular manner and be familiar 
with a particular culture.  
 
Each of the CMIO ethnic groups is required to pick up one out of four cultural 
packages which already include the corresponding language, custom, tradition, and so on. 
Furthermore, one’s ethnic affiliation is by virtue of one’s paternal ethnic ascription and 
this is shown in one’s birth certificate as well as NRIC. “Ethnicity…is accordingly 
regarded as an unchangeable and irreducible fact-of-life which individuals and the state 
must come to grips with (Benjamin 1975)”. The idea of changing one’s designated 
identity or having a mixed identity instead is considered almost impossible. In this sense, 
if one is “born a Chinese”, he or she will be “a Chinese by nature” and thus remains a 
Chinese whether he or she likes it or not.  
 
The regulation, if not imposition, of the CMIO identity implemented by the state 
makes sure that every Singapore citizen is able to find a position in this carefully created 
                                                 
10 According to Ackermann 1997, Lai 1995 and Quah 2000, there are certain quotas for housing and the admission to 
university along racial lines.    
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and managed CMIOscape. Besides, the PAP has its own agenda of strengthening its 
political power though a prolonged symbolic nation-building process, as summarized by 
Lai:  
 
The constant legitimization of CMIO multiracialism as antidote to communalism 
and as social cement in the multiethnic society is given much symbolic power 
through the use of ethnic symbols and events in these nation-building rituals. In 
doing so, not only are CMIO multiracialism and the larger ideology of 
pragmatism legitimized, but also the political power behind them. (Lai 1995: 131)  
 
With these purposes, although the individuals’ subjective identities are somewhat 
ignored, the future of the CMIOscape is safeguarded as the CMIO identity will be 
inherited as a legacy over generations.  
 
In this sense, the CMIO identity can not be merely understood as an ethnic identity. It 
is both a political and a cultural construct taking on ethnic characteristics. In other words, 
the CMIO identity is so rigidly determined (while ethnic identities are by nature flexible 
and relational) that it functions as a political identification which legitimizes Singapore’s 
citizenry. The CMIO identification comes along with enriched cultural packages which 
soften the cold hard nature of the CMIO framework, allowing its people to reminisce the 
imagined history and giving the current CMIOscape a trace of nostalgia even to the point 
of romanticization.     
 
These fascinating and powerful cultural packages, not surprisingly, are also produced 
based on imagination at different levels. Cultures, in the CMIOscape, are in fact 
“projective fantasies that can be performed on a stage or written in books, and less to the 
patterns that lie behind the contemporary everyday life of ordinary Singaporeans 
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(Benjamin 1975:14)”. This is evident from the speech of the Minister of Social Affairs at 
a cultural show:  
 
We can all help in the blending of a cultural ally which will have permanent and 
enduring appeal to all Singaporeans. The different races must learn to be tolerant 
and appreciative of one another’s philosophies and traditions before we can 
integrate culturally. Such a situation can only exist if each racial group is 
thoroughly familiar with and understands the other’s culture. I hope that the 
different cultural groups in Singapore will frequently adapt plays or dances from 
the other communities so that Malay, Chinese and Indian folklores could be 
better understood and shared in common by all Singaporeans. (ibid. p.12-13) 
 
Culture in this sense, as an object on display, almost always means a traditional, 
ethnically delimited culture, a rich legacy where each ethnic group can “look back” for 
inspiration. It is interesting to see the Singaporean’s way of interpreting culture—“Our 
culture is traditional, yet our way of thinking is modern and systematic11 (Ng Yoon Peng, 
administrative assistant)”—as if the two concepts, culture and modernity, are inherently 
contradictory to each other.  
 
In Singapore, culture is usually considered as an “agglomerate formed of the separate 
Chinese, Malay, Indian and European cultural traditions” and “each culture remains 
unchanged and unmerged with others (Benjamin 1975: 12)”. This unique Singapore 
“CMIO culture storage” is even beautified by many locals based on their own 
interpretation and imagination: 
 
Singapore is just like a rainbow, consisting of different cultures and races. This 
rainbow becomes stronger especially after every heavy rain. We have proven this 
in the past. (Serina Yeo, customer service, 27)  
 
                                                 
11 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.32), edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 2003 
Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7). 
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Like the ice-kacang. Delicious, attractive, interesting—a blend of different 
ingredients, yet curiously unique. (Hartini Bte Yusoff, student, 14) 12   
 
Given these interpretations of nature, the Singapore culture has always been a heated 
topic for intellectual discussions, specifically in relation to ethnic issues. Lai has provided 
a comprehensive list of existing literature which, according to her, can be broadly 
classified into three categories (Lai 1995). The first category focuses on individual ethnic 
groups from historical, sociological and anthropological perspectives. The major topics 
are the Chinese community (which includes voluntary organizations, secret societies, and 
religious groups), Malay community, Indian community, and Eurasian community as a 
representative of the “Other” category. She also suggests that a more detailed literature 
survey on each ethnic category by theme and subcategories can be found in Chen’s work 
published in 1986 (Chen 1986).  The second category looks at the themes of ethnic 
diversity, integration and nation-building, most of which use survey-based, quantitative 
research methods. The third category focuses more on specific issues such as minorities, 
interethnic marriages, education or public housing.  
 
It is instructive to see that from 1986 when Chen did his summarization to 1995 when 
Lai went through the literature again, and even until now, not only have the major 
categories of research been faithfully preserved, but the specific themes and topics more 
or less remain unchanged. Wallman had clearly pointed out that differences of this kind 
of studies do not indicate different theoretical premises (Wallman 1986); now the crucial 
question to raise is: what could be the reason for this kind of academic repetition?  
  
                                                 
12 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.94; 99), edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 2003 
Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7). 
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In fact, the reservoir of ethnic research under the Singapore context is bounded by 
one thing: the CMIOscape. Paradoxically, the CMIO ethnicity has been questioned since 
the 1970s until now (Benjamin 1975; Lai 1995; Vasil 1995; Yeoh 1998; Lai 2003). Yet, 
academics are still using this problematic CMIO framework in conducting ethnicity 
related research in Singapore. Although without articulating the existence of the 
CMIOscape, the focus of the existing literature has provided a lot of valuable information 
on the CMIOscape, and how it is influenced by the ethnic imagination and how the 
CMIOscape is materialized. What accounts for this paradox is that, although some 
researchers are already aware of the fact that culture is constructed as a guideline for life 
and displayed as a showcase in the pursuit of political agendas (by the government and 
by people). They have failed to realize that in Singapore this four-fold culture (or just 
CMI three-fold culture) is not the source but a product in the social fabrication of the 
CMIOscape. What really matters is the symbolic and imaginative nature of the 
CMIOscape, and the use of elements that crisscross cultural, ethno-historical, and 
linguistic spheres in social life.    
 
 
3.3 Lives in the CMIOscape  
 
The construction of the CMIOscape in Singapore is engineered by the state based on 
the imagination of crisis and the imagination of Asian-ness. Yet we should note that 
people are equally important in this national project of constructing ethnicity. People are 
not just passive receivers, but navigators on this unique social landscape who have their 
own imagination and interpretation on Singapore’s ethnic discourse. They are self-
conscious and capable architects in the formation of this complex CMIOscape. One point 
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is essential here before going into a more detailed discussion: living in the CMIOscape, 
people are inevitably affected by the state’s engineering towards a static CMIO social 
landscape. Singaporeans may not identify much with the CMIO framework, but they do 
acknowledge the legitimization of its existence. The meaning of being a Singaporean lies 
in the fact that one must be a legitimate member of any of the CMIO ethnic community. 
In other words, one can not be a Singaporean without being a Chinese, Malay, Indian or 
Other. The CMIO framework guides one’s self-perception and self-identification to be 
ethnic and at the same time being national. Considering the CMIO framework to be 
coercive by some Singaporeans, they try to maneuver within the CMIOscape and find 
meaning in their own identities. They have established different interpretations about the 
CMIO identification away from the state’s design.      
 
In order to explain these points in a clearer way, an example can be helpful here in 
comprehending the dynamics in this kind of identity negotiation. In my “Introduction to 
Sociology” class, one particular student shared his experience with the whole class when 
we had an open debate on Singapore’s ethnic issues. He is a Chinese Singaporean on 
record, and his Chinese identity has been troubling him since his youth. His father is a 
Chinese-Malaysian who can not speak a word of Chinese while his mother is a 
Peranakan who can only speak Malay. When he was born, he automatically inherited his 
father’s Chinese ethnicity and officially became a member of the ethnic majority in 
Singapore. However, because both of his parents do not speak a word of Chinese and are 
not familiar with Chinese culture as well, he faced enormous obstacles when he started to 
receive education. He had to learn Chinese as his “mother tongue” although he speaks 
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Malay at home. He became an outcast in his class because he couldn’t speak fluent 
Chinese. Moreover, he preferred to mingle with Malays and Indians rather than his 
Chinese peers. He felt troubled about his Chinese identity as he couldn’t identify with it 
even a little bit. He told us that: 
 
…the government wants us to seek our cultural roots back in China, mainland 
China, but Chinese culture is something alien to me, you know, because I don’t 
see myself as a Chinese in the first place. And secondly Chinese culture is not all 
glorious, like those ancient histories and all. To some of us, it was a history of 
humiliation and tragedy because China was invaded and tortured by wars and 
invasions. And now are they (the government) implying that our ancestors were 
actually deserters of China as they were not strong enough to survive the warfare 
and fled to this island? So, you know, Chinese culture is not identifiable to me, or 
at least I don’t feel the pride. I am more proud of being a Singaporean, you know, 
it’s a small country but still manages to achieve such development.                              
 
His experience was echoed by many of the Singaporeans present in the class, which 
triggered my curiosity in examining the issue of “identity crisis”—one of the crisis 
imagined by the government in the making of the CMIOscape. Quoting Lee Kuan Yew in 
a National Rally Speech:  
 
A person who gets de-culturalized—and I nearly was, so I know this danger—
loses his self-confidence. He suffers from a sense of deprivation. For optimum 
performance a man must know himself and the world. He must know where he 
stands. I may speak the English language better than the Chinese language 
because I learnt English early in life. But I will never be an Englishman in a 
thousand generations and I have not got the Western value system inside; mine is 
an Eastern value system. (in Ackermann 1997: 86)    
 
It seems that even the founder of Singapore was troubled by this “identity crisis”, 
which indicates that this crisis might be dangerously destructive for not only a person but 
also a nation. Being an Asian therefore comes to the rescue. Yet, to some, or most of the 
Singaporeans, the hard-sell of the CMIO packages as representatives of Asianness seems 
irrelevant to their lives. They have their own reproduction of group identity which is 
slightly different from the government’s construction. However, people’s imagination 
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and production is confined by the CMIOscape created by the government. In other words, 
they have limited resources for imagination and in constructing identity and have to 
carefully maneuver within the limited CMIOscape. 
 
Nevertheless, we should not overlook this other level of imaginary practice engaged 
by people. Just like this issue of identity crisis, opposite to the government’s concern, I 
have witnessed the tremendous pride and confidence that Singaporeans have shown in 
my daily encounters in Singapore as a foreigner in my two years stay here. The 
dedication that Singaporean men share when talking about their National Service 
experience13, the ecstasy that was exhibited when Singapore defeated Malaysia in the 
2004 Tiger Cup football tournament14 and eventually became the champion, and the 
experience of wearing red clothing on the national day15 as a way of celebration, all seem 
to boil down to a simple fact that Singaporeans have no such issue as “identity crisis”. 
Just like one Singaporean pointed out herself: 
 
Sure, we do love to gripe about the high cost of living, kiasu people, the 
weather…but in spite of everything, you know deep down inside that there’s 
something special about this place that you’ll always love even though things 
aren’t always perfect. The way the sun sets on the Esplanade, the way we cheer 
our hearts out for the Lions, the pride we feel when visitors compliment out 
beautiful city…nowhere else in the world can ever give us this warmth and 
security. Hate to sound clichéd, but this truly is my home and boy, am I proud of 
it16. (Teng Pei Yun, student, 21) 
 
                                                 
13 Every Singaporean male at the age of 17/18 (double check Quah) is required to participate in a two year military 
National Service. It is also considered one of the nation-building strategies that the PAP has practiced. More detail, 
please refer to Quah.   
14 Tiger Cup, also known as the ASEAN football championship, with its inception in 1996, has become one of the 
biggest football competitions in the Southeast Asia region. More information can be found at its official website: 
http://www.tigercup.org/en/     
15 The 9th of August is the national day of Singapore. On that day, a three-hour annul parade and ceremony will be held 
and many citizens will dress up in red, the color of Singapore, for the celebration of this national festivity. Many 
households will hang the national flag outside their windows or at their balcony for the same purpose.      
16 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.77), edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 2003 
Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7). 
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Living in the CMIOscape, people are surely influenced by the government’s 
imagination of crisis and imagined Asian-ness and they have already combined these 
imaginations with their own everyday lived experience in this complex landscape. But 
what is more interesting is to discover how Singaporeans create their own imagination 
based on the existing ones and make meanings living in the CMIOscape. Singaporeans 
are very much crisis-sensitive and they believe their nature as Asians, and based on these 
premises they have constructed a sense of “we-ness” or “us”, and an imagined ethnic 
boundary. 
 
  In order to illustrate these two imaginations held by Signaporeans, Goh’s study in 
1996 can be a helpful example. It provides rich ethnographic descriptions and critical 
analyses that excel other similar academic exercises. In this study called “Us versus 
Them: Singaporean reactions to criticisms of the nation”, Goh convincingly showed us 
that a strong nationalist sentiment among Singaporeans is in the making. His research 
was based on the “Michael Fay Caning Incident” that happened in 1994, which initiated 
heated debates world-wide17. William Safire, a columnist with The New York Times, 
attacked the Singapore government in one of his column articles describing Singapore as 
a “dictatorial regime” and the leader is “proud of his country’s reputation for keeping 
order by inflicting pain (The New York Times, Apr 7 1994)”. Singaporeans were 
infuriated and fought back by arguing that “he (Safire), as a non-Singaporean, has neither 
the right nor knowledge to criticize Singapore (Goh 1996: 21)”.  
 
                                                 
17 Michael Fay, an expatriate American teenager, was found guilty of vandalism (he spray-painted 18 cars over a period 
of 10 days) and was fined S$3,500, sentenced to four months jail and six strokes of the cane. The caning sentence, in 
particular, attracted international attention especially from the American media.   
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Goh’s study has several interesting findings. Firstly, he found out that national pride 
makes Singaporeans less likely to agree with an external criticism and many believe that 
to agree with a foreign critic is to compromise Singapore’s national sovereignty; secondly, 
he concluded that foreign criticisms are interpreted as hostile threats which can 
potentially undermine the security of a “vulnerable” Singapore. External criticism is not 
tolerated as Singaporeans tend to “defend” their nation when perceived to be at risk. This 
attitude can be seen from various accounts made by local Singaporeans:  
 
I don’t mind if Singaporeans were to speak ill about Singapore. After all, as 
fellow Singaporeans, we share the same sentiments and beliefs. 
 
I can not stand foreigners talk bad about Singapore. As non-Singaporeans they do 
not share, nor are they likely to understand our concerns. They are in no position 
to criticize us… how can we let such ‘tourists’ tell us what to do and what not to 
do? … Being a non-Singaporean, he (foreign critic) will never understand us. 
(Goh 1996: 21-25; emphasis mine) 
 
The logic of the majority of Singaporean respondents is fairly straightforward: as 
Singaporeans, there is nothing wrong to criticize Singapore, because we, as a collectivity, 
know what we are talking about; however, outsiders will never have a clue about what 
they are talking about simply because they are outsiders. 
 
Goh’s study is especially interesting to see how the “we-ness” and the boundary, be it 
ethnic or national, are imagined and constructed as an inter-subjective level within the 
CMIOscape. This imagination of “weness” is constructed upon the imagination of crisis 
and Asian-ness and is intrinsically linked to the production of the CMIOscape. More 
specifically, the construction of the “we” group is based on the acceptance of Singapore’s 
ethno-national founding myth: the first generation Singaporeans immigrated to this island, 
bringing “Chinese culture”, “Malay customs”, “Indian traditions” along with them. With 
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the “ancestors’ sweat” (Siti Sarah Bte Daud, student), adventure and endeavor, Singapore 
is believed to survive and thrive. Singaporeans who accept this founding epic of this 
nation would believe that “our ancestors” build the nation for “us” and therefore “we”, as 
descendants, should carry on with their spirit. 
 
The construction of the “we” group is also based on the acceptance of an “Asian-
cosmopolitan” identification. Not purely Asian or cosmopolitan, this unique fusion of 
these two traits explains Singaporeans’ outlook for life which is different from either 
Asians or Westerners. The CMIO-centered mindset and modernity-chasing characteristic 
actually epitomize a Singaporean way of life. Being a member of the CMIO community 
essentializes one’s Asianness, a characteristic which makes a Singaporean identity 
partially meaningful. Equally important, living in this cosmopolitan environment and 
experiencing the convenience and stress that modernity brings about makes a 
Singaporean identity complete. Without either side of the hyphen (i.e. Chinese-
Singaporean, Malay-Singaporean, etc), a Singaporean identity would not be the same or 














3.4 Ethnic Boundaries: Imagined Oneness and Imagined Others 
 
 
Ten things that make us Singaporean18 (Chin Liong Choon, public servant, 23): 
1. We use too many acronyms yet keep creating new ones. 
2. We think that $100,000 is a reasonable price for a Toyota Corolla, and $1,000,000 
is a reasonable price for a bungalow, but $5 for a plate of fried noodles is a barbarous 
outrage.  
3. We think that everything should be “topped up”. 
4. We wear winter clothes indoors and summer clothes outdoors. 
5. In a country where people use smart cards for public transit, we have no problem 
with construction workers riding in the open backs of pickup trucks. 
6. We’re not ashamed that the government needs to care if we know how to use a 
toilet or urinal correctly. 
7. We’re sure that the best way to change social behavior is through consistent and 
comprehensive government-sponsored campaigns that permeate as many aspects of 
life as possible. And when they don’t work, we never speak of them again. 
8. We think a bus is incomplete without a TV. 
9. Every task we take on and every group we form is incomplete without a mission 
statement and a cheesy slogan. 
10. We understand everything on this list. 
 
 
Reading this list, anyone who is familiar with the Singaporean local scene would be 
smiling and nodding right now. But the difference between a Singaporean and a non-
Singaporean is: the non-Singaporean reader would comment “yes, that is very much 
Singaporean” whereas a Singaporean reader would say “yes, that is us”; and this contrast 
of reactions makes a world of difference. What is interesting is the last point on the list—
“we understand everything on this list”—and it is precisely because of this required 
understanding that Singaporeans are separated from non-Singaporeans.  
     
The notion of “we-ness” always indicates the awareness of “others”, especially in an 
ethnic discourse. Within the CMIOscape, however, the focus of analyzing this “us versus 
them” boundary maintenance has been limited to the inter-CMIO level, especially to the 
taken-for-granted Malay and Indian minorities. Lai in her 1995 study concludes that there 
                                                 
18 Excerpts taken from “Things that make us Singaporean” (p.51), edited by the National Day Parade (NDP) 2003 
Executive Committee (ISBN: 981-3065-73-7). 
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are two simultaneous patterns of everyday behavior in a multiethnic setting: ethnic 
boundary maintenance and interaction. Cultural differences necessarily lead to the 
establishment of ethnic markers as a form of identity management and stereotyping is one 
of the most significant boundary markers. She further argued that “ethnic boundary 
maintenance is necessitated by the need to maintain ethnic distinctiveness and identity in 
the midst of multiethnic living (Lai 1995: 183)”. She discovered that in the Singapore 
context, the most common and longstanding ethnic stereotypes are: Chinese—
materialistic, superstitious, foul-mouthed, uncivic-minded; Malay—jealous, cliquish, 
extreme in religion, over-sensitive; Indian—cliquish, verbose (ibid. p.59). Her study and 
other similar studies (Ackermann 1997; Khoo and Lim 2003) serve as examples to 
illustrate how ethnic boundaries are maintained within the CMIOscape. Ethnic 
stereotypes are created based on a selection of cultural symbols which essentializes the 
index features of an ethnic group. These stereotypes therefore become boundary symbols 
produced by “we” group to differentiate and describe “others”.     
 
However, the question is: is that all? Is Singapore all about CMIO? Maybe the 
following quote can be a perfect answer to these questions: 
 
Singapore is wide-open to external influences. Millions of foreign visitors pass 
through each year. Books, magazines, tapes and television programs pour into 
Singapore every day… This openness had made us a cosmopolitan people, and 
put us in close touch with new ideas and technologies from abroad. But it has 
also exposed us to alien lifestyles and values. Under this pressure, in less than a 
generation, attitudes and outlooks of Singaporeans, especially the younger 
Singaporeans, have shifted. Traditional Asian ideas of morality, duty and society 
which have sustained and guided us in the past are giving way to a more 
westernized, individualistic, and self-centered outlook on life…the speed and 
extent of the changes in Singapore society is worrying. We can not tell what 
dangers lie ahead as we rapidly grow more westernized. What sort of society will 
we become in another generation? What sort of people do we want our children 
to become? Do we really want to abandon our own cultures and national identity? 
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Can we build a nation of Singaporeans, in Southeast Asia, on the basis of values 
and concepts native to other peoples, living in other environments?...(Wee Kim 
Wee, speech at the opening of the 7th Parliament, 9 Jan 1989. See Vasil 1995: 
77-78)    
 
Although Mr. Wee Kim Wee’s speech mainly expressed his concern on 
westernization, stressing that it could be a potential threat to Singapore’s Asianness (even 
if it is imagined), an attitude that dominates Singapore towards the influence of 
“otherness” is vividly shown. These external influences include not only books, TV 
programs or other media-based means, but also the influx of different peoples. The 
presence of the transnational flow of people has influenced and reshaped the CMIOscape 
in a significant way over the last two decades. These highly fluid people with different 
backgrounds have come to Singapore to fulfill their own imaginations. However, because 
they do not fit in Singapore’s CMIOscape and can not share with the local Singaporeans 
the “unspoken oneness”, they become the “real” ethnic other. The CMIOscape has 
transformed into an imaginary yet potent boundary which deters these transnationals 
from participating in the local construction of a collective identity in Singapore.   
 
Here we have to clarify the two different levels of “others”. The first group of “other” 
is within the CMIO framework, usually conceptualized as Eurasians. Although this 
“other” group is always considered as a residual category (Tan 2004), they are still 
Singapore citizens. The second group of “others”, which is the focus of this study, is 
excluded from the CMIO framework. This group constitutes foreign guest workers and 
expatriates. This group of “other others” in Singapore consolidates the Singaporean 
identity through contrast as they are not a member of the CMIO categorization.    
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According to the Census of Population of 2000, the non-resident population has risen 
up to 754,500, taking up nearly 18% of the total population in Singapore. Yet curiously 
enough, this 18% of population is literally invisible in all the key evaluations of 
governmental statistics (Table 1) as all the key indicators are relevant only to citizens and 
permanent residents. Although the huge population of transnationals has come here either 
on Work Permit (which only allows a 2 year residency in Singapore), or Employment 
Pass, many of them have worked here for more than 5 years, some have even stayed for 
17 years and longer. Some have already settled down with families, some are still 
struggling with their living conditions in Singapore and have to commute frequently 
between Singapore and their home country. This group is the “permanent outsiders” in 
Singapore as they are not included as part of the society. Their community, their lives, 
experiences, cultures, self-identification do not really matter in this well-maintained 
CMIOscape. 
 
This special community of “permanent outsiders” in Singapore does not live in 
isolation. As individuals or a community, they interact with the locals constantly and 
their active participation in everyday living in Singapore has significantly changed the 
social as well as the physical landscape of this multiethnic nation.  
 
These “permanent outsiders”, in particular migrant workers, have established their 
own ethnic or religious communities, shopping outlets, hang-outs, and have changed 
everyday activities in many Singaporean neighborhoods. The interactions and 
communications between the migrants and Singapore citizenry may be as frequent and 
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intensive as the CMIO interaction. However, the migrants will not be given the same 
attention that has been given to CMIO, both at the informal and official level. For the 






















          1970 2,074.5 2,013.6 2.8 n/a 
          1980    2,413.9 2,282.1 1.5 1.3 
          1990 3,047.1 3,263.2 2.8 1.8 




          2002 4,171.3 3,378.3 1.0 1.8 








Table 1: Population and Growth Rate; Department of Statistics, Singapore, 2004 
 
The Influx of “Others” 
 
 
An important trend in international labor migration in the 1990s has been the flow of 
labor to the growth centers in Asia. In line with its immigration history, Singapore had 
become one of the largest importers of migrant workers in Asia in the last twenty years. 
With its limited natural as well as human resources, foreign capital and labor have always 
played a crucial role in Singapore’s economic development. Singapore has to rely heavily 
on foreign labor to fill the gap in the domestic workforce. Both expatriates and low-
skilled workers were imported intensively to this small island from the 1990s for a 
sustainable and stable employment growth.  
 
                                                 
19 These migration issues have been examined under the scope of employment, human rights, feminism, class, equality, 
working and living conditions, life stories and struggles, contests and conflicts with the locals, transnational identities 
(but not connected with the local scenario), and one special issue in Singapore, the “foreign talent”. See Aguilar 1996b; 
Cabilao 1998; Chia 2004; Gonzalez 1998; Khoo 1996; Lim 1995; Rahman 1999; Tan 2001. 
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The reasons why Singapore has been eagerly absorbing foreign labor are: 1) a cheap 
yet productive labor force from the third world countries in the Southeast Asian region 
seemed to be very attractive to Singapore’s local industries. 2) with more than half of 
Singapore’s population gaining “middle class status” (Chen 1974; Chua 1995), the local 
workforce was reluctant to take on the low-skilled occupations in the manufacturing, 
construction and shipping sectors, as they tried to move up into skilled and more 
respectable jobs. This trend resulted in a vacancy of the lower end of the job market and 
consequently necessitated the import of cheap foreign workers to address the labor 
shortage in these sectors (Chia, Thangavelu et al. 2004). 3) Skilled labor, also known as 
the “foreign talent”, became the most cherished population as Singapore initiated its 
moves towards a knowledge-based economy. Hence, it is invaluable for Singapore to 
have a larger ‘talent’ pool in order to achieve greater economic progress. Besides, it is 
also practical to harness the ‘foreign talent’ as a means of survival and a strategy for 
attracting foreign investment, especially with the economic boom in China (Tan 2001). 
Based on these reasons and for a highly pragmatic nation like Singapore, it is imperative 
to recruit both high- and low-skilled foreign labor to satisfy the domestic needs as well as 
to seek further development.  
 
The major labor sending countries are Malaysia, China, India, Bangladesh, the 
Philippines and Thailand (Yeoh 1999). Labor recruitment is streamed along nation lines. 
Examples of these would be the Filipino and Thai non-skilled workers who specialize in 
the jobs of domestic workers and constructions workers respectively.  In 1993, Singapore 
was already the third largest labor market for Filipino migrant workers in Asia, next to 
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Hong Kong and Japan and had an estimate of more than 60,200 Filipino contract workers. 
Of this figure, 95% or 57,000 were women domestic helpers (Cabilao 1998). In 1994, 
there were 3,345 newly-hired contract workers deployed in Singapore, 2,550 of whom 
were women domestic helpers. More recently, Filipino contract workers in Singapore had 
grown to over 70,000 (Gonzalez 1998). Singapore is also the third largest market for Thai 
workers in Asia following Taiwan and Japan. The estimated population of Thai workers 
here ranges from 45,000 to 65,000, which has occupied up to 10% of the total low-skilled 
foreign workforce (Kitiarsa 2005).With the presence of this group of the “permanent 




Imagination and Boundary Making 
 
 
The imagination and the construction of “others” are most strikingly seen in the 
production of ethnic stereotypes or prejudice. Let us start with several accounts made by 
local Singaporeans, which are taken out of a research on a “different” subject—migration 
and female domestic workers in Singapore, to examine how the ethnic boundary is 
constructed and maintained20:              
   
I didn’t want to get a Sri Lankan maid because my mother-in-law doesn’t really 
like them…I think it’s because they are black…Indonesians are also quite dark 
but I think (laughs), closer to our color (Josephine, a Chinese employer and a 
professional with two pre-schools, emphasis mine).  
 
They (Filipina maids) are more advanced, not so backward. Fairly adept at using 
electrical equipment, telephones…and they can cope with emergencies when no 
                                                 
20 Various accounts are taken from Huang and Yeoh 1998: 36-39. The interview transcripts quoted are centered on one 
issue regarding the criteria of choosing maids that each household practices. Two out of the three respondents are 
employers and the other one is a maid agent. 
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adult is around. Also they are socially compatible with Singaporeans, so there is 
less of a cultural gap” (Li Ying, a Chinese employer of a Filipino maid and who 
has two toddlers, emphasis mine).  
 
Sorry to say, no matter how, we are still human beings and there are still some 
racial problems. Sri Lankans are black, you see. You take one black, and you are 
regarded as low class. More employers are still the same, what. Your sister takes 
one Sri Lankan, you take one Filipino. This one, steady, you know, he’s taking a 
Filipino. That one, no class, takes a Sri Lankan (a maid agent, emphasis mine).  
 
It’s startling to see that phrases like “black” or “dark” are actually coming out of their 
conversations. Of course the nature of these talks may be just chit-chatting. (Besides, 
there is no intention of accusing them of being “racists”.) But I do want to demonstrate 
the extreme degree to which some Singaporeans construct “us” and “them”. Obviously, 
terms such as “black”, which already becomes a notorious descriptor with racist 
connotations, would be used almost in no occasions on Indians although they share a 
similar skin tone with the Sri Lankans. That is because within the CMIOscape, people in 
Singapore are conditioned to be sensitive enough about their terminology. These phrases 
would only “slip out” when people are less cautious when they feel safe talking about 
something that is far away from the dangerous zone (e.g. touchy CMIO ethnic issues). 
And these phrases are probably used in a “matter-of-fact” manner without any malicious 
intention behind. 
 
Nevertheless, their off-guard wording and the “matter-of-fact” manner precisely show 
that this kind of stereotyping against the “others”, powered by imagination (processed by 
hearsay or media portraits), has become incredibly strong. This stereotyping against the 
“ethnic other” suggests the consciousness of people in imagining and producing the 
CMIOscape, which also leaves them unaware of other things outside the CMIOscape. For 
both of the contributors, the government and people, in the process of imagination and 
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construction of ethnicity in Singapore, migrants are not imagined to be part of their ethnic 
issue in any way.     
 
Interestingly however, if we trace back history and take a look at what happened 
during the colonial times, it is not difficult to find out that the overwhelming majority of 
Singaporeans were immigrants who had been treated mostly as “transient aliens” rather 
than citizens, who were predominantly the British or Europeans. Singapore to these first 
generation immigrants was not a home. They did not have the same emotional attachment 
and sense of belonging to this island-state as the Malay-Singaporeans back then, and an 
increasing number of Chinese-Singaporeans today (Vasil 1995). But now, as they are 
legal citizens of Singapore, when they encounter the migrants who are in a rather similar 
situation being treated as “transient aliens”, they seem to forget that these might be the 
same experiences that their ancestors had gone through. Van der Veer has pointed out 
that:       
 
Nationalism is a discourse that depends on notions of space, of territory. 
Outsiders do not belong, are not rooted in the soil, and indeed have immigrated 
from outside…Nationalism needs this story of migration, the diaspora of others 
to establish the rootedness of the nation. (Van der Veer 1995: 2)   
 
In other words, Singaporeans need the presence of the “permanent outsiders” and the 
imagination of otherness to justify that they are legitimate members of the nation, 
culturally and politically, while others do not. Similarly, the CMIOscape needs the 
presence of other ethnoscapes to validate its existence, at the same time, strengthening a 
shared CMIO identity. The CMIO Singaporean identity only becomes prominent and 
meaningful when it is contrasted with a non-CMIO identity. It is easier to understand this 
by using an example. In Singapore, within the Chinese ethnic category, people would 
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differentiate themselves according to different dialects they speak or different provinces 
in China where they came from and therefore call themselves Hokkien, Hainanese, or 
Cantonese; but when Cantonese or Hainanese meet Malays or Indians, they may instead 
address themselves as Chinese because up to this level of interaction, a Chinese identity 
that unites Cantonese or Hainanese may be more relevant and easy to handle. Following 
this hypothesis, when the Chinese-, Malay- or Indian-Singaporeans encounter non-
Singaporeans, these different people may address themselves as Singaporeans rather than 
referring to any specific ethnic category. Hence, every person has a spectrum of social or 
ethnic identities and each kind of identity is manifested and strengthened at different 
level of cross-ethnic interaction.   
 
In this practice of boundary making, an imagined hierarchy of status is also shown. 
We have to be aware that apart from asking “what has been imagined”, an equally 
important question to think about is “who is imagining”. An interesting thing is that if 
this particular behavior is conducted by an in-group member, extra tolerance or 
understanding will be shown, whereas if it is conducted by someone who is already 
predefined as an outsider, judgments will be made with a hidden connotation that “them” 
are not as good as “us”. This kind of “us better than them” evaluation is not made just at 
an individual level but is elevated to judge the group as a collectivity. Therefore, it is 
critical to understand who is holding this “double standard” and making the “us versus 
them” hierarchy, constructing ethnic boundaries based on imagination.  
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This marking of boundaries as an imagination at work can been understood with one 
example, through which we can better comprehend the construction and maintenance of a 
hierarchy of status indicated in the imagined boundary. Singapore always presents itself 
as an Asian country with a huge Chinese population (over 76%). Chinese culture and 
some of the Confucian ethics have been playing an important role in the everyday life of 
Singaporeans. Assuming the “shared cultural roots”, allegedly all Chinese here should 
feel the same about their Chineseness, no matter whether one is the first generation 
resident or a newcomer from the mainland. However, what happens in Singapore tends to 
be a mutual rejection of each other’s Chineseness: the Chinese-Singaporeans refuse to be 
considered as the same as those who come from the mainland; the mainlander in return 
think the Chineseness of the Singaporeans is not genuine. Interestingly, although they 
share the same cultural roots (on some level), speak the same language, and even have 
the same appearance, the gap between the two sides seems really wide. Using my 
Singaporean student’s words:  
 
With all the respect, I really don’t think I am the same as those mainland Chinese, 
and I don’t want people to even think in that way. Why so? I don’t know. We are 
different and you know it immediately, from the way they speak English, you 
know with that accent and the way they dress, many of them have no fashion 
sense.  
 
This is an interesting conversation we had during a class discussion on ethnic identity. 
Although she was very apologetic saying this to me as I am also from mainland China, 
she had no hesitation in stating it as a matter of truth. And when I turn to my fellow 
nationals from China and ask them if they think that they are similar to Chinese-
Singaporeans, the answer was unanimous: “no, they are not Chinese. At least they are not 
like us Chinese, you know, they are too Singaporean already”.               
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 Regarding the perception of Chinese identity, different people have different 
interpretation based on different imagination. The Chineseness within the CMIOscape is 
definitely not the same as the Chineseness experienced elsewhere. In the CMIOscape, as 
discussed earlier, being Chinese is not only an ethnic identity but also a kind of 
identification which is essential for living in Singapore. What counts as an identity is 
Singaporean-Chinese, and this hyphen makes a world of difference. First a Singaporean, 
then a Chinese, the absence of each one will make this identity meaningless (Chua in 
Kahn 1998).     
 
Now under the impact of globalization, a new trend of re-working on this national 
imagination is becoming apparent. The inclusion of the “foreign talent” as a potential 
member of “we-ness” is an appropriate example that manifests this trend. One recent 
research has tried to include “foreign talent” in Singapore’s ethnic study for the first time 
(Yeoh in Lai 2003). One of its findings is that even though the door of Singapore is wide 
open to the “foreign talent”, there is still a perceptible divide between the locals and 
foreigners and social integration remains at a fairly superficial level (ibid. p.316-338).  
 
With all the favored policies and living, working environments, the “foreign talent” 
still shows ambiguity in settling down in Singapore and social boundaries between them 
and the locals are continuously sustained. Possible reasons could be that as the socio-
economic and educational levels of Singaporeans are rising over the years, they are 
reluctant to take jobs that are less “glamorous”. At the same time, the import of foreign 
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professionals poses a relentless threat to their job opportunities. Blumer points out that 
prejudice emerges out of the ongoing relations between ethnic groups, especially from 
shifts in a group’s sense of its social position relative to that of the other groups. If the 
dominant group members perceive the subordinate group is ascending, be it real or 
imagined, this dominant group will take it as an indication of their decline or a 
diminution of honor, resulting in an intensification of unfriendly attitudes toward the 
offending group. Hence, prejudice or stigmatization occurs as a kind of defensive 
reaction on the part of the dominant group to an unpleasant threat to its status and 
privileges within the social hierarchy (Blumer 1958 in Hughey 1998).      
 
Yeoh’s work is definitely a notable contribution to a better understanding of 
Singapore’s ethnic discourse, especially under the current context. Nevertheless, there is 
still space for further investigation that leads to significant implications to Singapore 
society, only if we can jump out of the box and start to review the issue from different 
perspectives. The reassessment of ethnic boundaries should not be confined within the 
CMIOscape. Rather, it should be reconsidered in an encompassing manner, focusing on 
the boundary maintenance held by the citizenry and the “permanent outsiders”.  
 
This is because Singapore is not just about CMIO but comprises more complicated 
and equally important ethnic phenomena. Stepping out of the CMIO framework, we can 
see that a more prominent ethnic boundary is drawn between the CMIO Singaporeans, as 
“we”, and the “permanent outsiders” as the “ethnic others”. This boundary has been 
overlooked by local scholars because ethnicity is consistently considered as a national 
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discourse and “permanent outsiders” are not part of the “national”. This boundary 
between Singaprore citizenry and Singapore’s “permanent outsiders” has not been 
studied yet. 
    
Hence, there is an urgent need to reinvestigate ethnic imagination and the practice of 
boundary making. Qualifying each ethnic group’s distinctive culture, based on what has 
been discussed earlier, is not an ideal way to exemplify the process of boundary making. 
Ethnic boundaries are constructed in the consciousness of differences, deploying cultural 
symbols such as customs, languages, diet, clothing, even skin colors. This symbolic 
construction is practiced from both sides of the boundary.  
 
What has compounded the reinvestigation of ethnic boundary construction is the 
awareness that, even within one ethnic group, people always have different imagination 
created by different life experiences, access to resources and mobilization ability. The 
“foreign talent”, usually seen as highly capable and mobile, will have different 
perceptions towards their self-identification as compared to other people, particularly the 
low-skilled migrant workers.  
 
Low-skilled migrant workers enter Singapore usually under Work Permits21, which 
indicates the kind of occupation that they will be taking and ensures that these workers 
will be staying in Singapore only temporarily. If they want to pursue a longer residency, 
                                                 
21 Work Permits are given to all foreign workers earning S$2,500 and below per month. It is used as a control measure 
to ensure the status of these unskilled workers as a short-term labor pool that is easily repatriated. Work Permits are 
usually only valid for one to two years at most. For more information, refer to Ministry of Manpower (MOM): 
http://www.mom.gov.sg/MOM/CDA
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they can renew their Work Permits over and over again and continuously pay heavy 
levies, which could range from S$240 to S$470 (Huang and Yeoh 2003), or they can try 
their luck in PR applications and end up suffering from rejections from time to time. 
Apart from bearing the unfavorable policies at the state level, they also receive 
discrimination from the local “fussy Singaporeans” who are not willing to take the menial 
jobs anymore. To most Singaporeans, these low-skilled workers symbolize economic 
backwardness of their home country (which does not apply to their professional co-
nationals, incidentally). Furthermore, it is believed that their appearance in Singapore 
also brings about many negative effects to the social, political and also economic aspects 
(Chua 1995; Yeo 1999).  
 
Wertheim argued that even in modern societies, a “color caste” still exists. One is, to 
a certain degree, relegated to a definite social position by one’s birth and has to face rigid 
barriers which severely restrict vertical mobility (Wertheim 1980). Wertheim published 
his essay in 1980, ironically however, 20 years later, we can still trace this pattern of a 
“caste” in Singapore. Instead of a “color caste”, what we can experience now is a caste of 
origin. The low-skilled workers are mainly from developing countries in Singapore’s 
neighboring region, and the occupational specialty is quite country-specific. For example, 
construction workers (estimated population in 2002 is 180,000) are mainly from 
Bangladesh, Thailand, China; domestic workers (estimated population in 2002 is 140,000) 
are mainly from the Philippines, Indonesia and Sri Lanka (Huang 2003). These two major 
groups are currently the largest groups of migrant contract workers in Singapore and their 
existence becomes overtly racialized. In other words, Bangladeshis, Thais or Filipinos are 
transformed into so-called races, that are “located outside of the national class-race 
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structure of the country of employment—an international underclass—make even the 
poor working classes of the latter country feel superior and privileged (Aguilar 1996b)”. 
 
Migrants from the Third World countries enter Singapore with the imagination that 
they can change their destinies and live a better life, yet, what they have not imagined of 
is they are perpetually bounded with imposed primordialism. It does not matter whether 
they really have the primordial sentiments or not, the host country will never let go of this 
imagined attachments. Appadurai has described this dilemma for migrants that:  
  
For those of us who have moved into the “national fantasy” of America from the 
former colonies, there is thus the seductiveness of a plural belonging, of 
becoming American while staying somehow diasporic, of an expansive 
attachment to an unbounded fantasy space. But while we can make our identities, 
we can not do exactly as we please. As many of us find ourselves racialized, 
biologized, minoritized, somehow reduced rather than enabled by our bodies and 
our histories, our special diacritics become our prisons, and the trope of the tribe 
sets us off from another, unspecified America, far from the clamor of the tribe, 
decorous, civil, and white, a land in which we are not yet welcome. (Appadurai 
1996: 170)          
 
Low-skilled migrant labor, as an “international underclass”, works diligently at the 
bottom level of the social hierarchy and reassures most of the Singaporeans of their 
“middle class” status. And because most of the low-skilled workers here are from 
countries like the Philippines, Thailand or Bangladesh, the consequence becomes that 
Filipinos, Thais and Bangladeshis are considered as backward and uneducated. This 
flawed logic has been frequently used without making an explicit articulation. Aguilar 
pointed out that in the international workplace, the personal is intertwined with the 
national. The individual image is equivalent to the image of a nation. The self and nation 
are objects of assertiveness and the basis of resistance which is sometimes subtle and 
sometimes overt (Aguilar 1996b).  
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 Consequently, the stigmatized national image has been haunting the professionals 
with the same nations of origin. These professionals feel they are no different nor in any 
way inferior from any other in the host society, but their nationalities put them 
indisputably into a category that is at the forefront of ethnic prejudice, the resolution to 
which is always a regretful denial of ethnic identity in fear of receiving any scorn or 
injustice. At the same time, the professional aspect of life is highlighted as an alternative 
for the understated ethnic identity in order for them to be able to move up on the social 
ladder. The identity of being a professional appears to be more decent than being a 
member of a particular ethnic group, especially when this group is labeled as an 
“international underclass”. Furthermore, many of them believe that the ethnic identity 
they have is given and they are in no position to choose. However, their professional 
identity is something that they have strived for and earned with personal endeavor and 
therefore is meaningful and evokes a strong sense of pride which they are unable to attain, 
due to the stereotypes that their ethnic identities possess.                          
          
However, for the low-skilled workers, it is a different story. They are also victims of 
the “transnational shame”, using Aguilar’s term, yet they have no where to escape from it. 
Because of the menial jobs they are taking, it is not a premier option for the identity 
assertion. Besides, most of them take their current job as a temporary one, just for them 
to earn quick money so that they may start a small business back home in the future or as 
a stepping stone to go to other countries for better personal development. These kinds of 
ambitions are shared among many of them, which will be discussed in a later chapter in 
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detail, serves as a strong basis for identity formation, together with events such as 
constant remittance, religious gathering, family reunion and so on. These low-skilled 
workers bond through a shared nationality and it is precisely this nationality that puts 
them down to the bottom level of the “caste of country of origin” where they are unable 
to move up. 
 
So far the discussion in this chapter has shown the CMIOscape is imagined and 
constructed at different levels to serve different purposes. The CMIOscape, functioning 
as the principal framework in dealing with ethnic issues in Singapore, is created on the 
basis of the imagination of crisis and a sense of Asian-ness, and strengthened with 
people’s imagination of “we-ness” and guarded by imagined ethnic boundaries. As a 
consequence, within the CMIOscape, CMIO ethnic identity also serves as the CMIO 
identification for a legitimate Singapore citizen. The CMIO identification for Singapore’s 
citizenship has in return deterred the non-CMIO others to become a part of Singapore’s 
social landscape. They can not find their locations in the CMIOscape and serve as actors 
that reinforce the existence of the CMIOscape and its predominance in Singapore.   
 
Acknowledging the importance of the CMIOscape, we should be also aware that the 
CMIOscape is not a microcosm of Singapore society. Hence, a different perspective in 
analyzing ethnic issues in Singapore is of great importance. With the trend of 
globalization and international migration, and with the huge influx of migrants, the 
“permanent outsiders”, in Singapore, the construction of ethnicity and the assertion of 
ethnic identity have been reshaped over time. Therefore in this Singapore context, we 
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should no longer treat these two subjects, ethnicity and migration, as separate areas. Nor 
should we focus just on the CMIOscape at the cost of ignoring the more complicated 
social landscape as a whole. We can only better understand the meanings of ethnicity 
looking beyond the CMIOscape, and appreciate the fascinating social interactions 











































As discussed earlier, in Singapore this practice of ethnic imagination is most centered 
on the production of the CMIOscape and people’s meaning-making process within this 
CMIOscape. We have also noted that Singapore is such a complex society that the 
CMIOscape only portrays very limited parts of the entire social landscape. Equalizing the 
CMIOscape to Singapore society is not the best way to understand this society as the 
CMIOscape is not a miniature of Singapore. The CMIO framework creates a 
homogenous social sphere that only simplifies the intricacies of ethnicity in Singapore.  
 
So far we have discussed the construction of the CMIOscape in detail, but this 
construction alone does not account for the complexity of Singapore’s ethnic discourse 
reflected in urban landscapes. The imagined social and ethnic boundaries of the 
CMIOscape are strengthened by the construction of a variety of small-scale ethnoscapes 
practiced by the “permanent outsiders”. These “othered” ethnoscapes take on strong 
ethnic characteristics and constitute inseparable parts of Singapore’s multiethnic 
landscape.    
 
We should also note that these “othered” ethnoscapes are highly contextual. Using 
Appadurai’s words, it requires contexts at the same time generating contexts. An 
ethnoscape emerges from a particular context, and it is influenced by these context’s 
histories and people’s interpretations and adaptations to the context. Later on the 
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ethnoscape itself generates new contexts, which reflect these interpretations and 
imaginations behind the construction. In the case of Singapore, the CMIOscape serves as 
the original context for these new social landscapes to emerge and transform. Embedded 
within the CMIOscape yet distinctly different from the CMIOscape, these other 
ethnoscpaes in Singapore have become especially unique and complex. We can not 
analyze those social landscapes alone without the inclusion of their relevance to the 
CMIOscape. The very existence of these different social landscapes relies heavily on the 
construction and maintenance of the CMIOscape.  
 
Two case studies are included in the next two chapters to illustrate the ethnic 
construction of the “othered” ethnoscapes manifested in urban public shopping centers. 
These two shopping centers in Singapore, Lucky Plaza and Golden Mile Complex, have 
gone through drastic transformations within a decade. They have actually become special 
weekend Filipino and Thai enclaves constructed within the predominant CMIOscape.  
 
This chapter will first introduce one of the two special social landscapes—Lucky 
Plaza—as an imagined “Little Manila” in Singapore. What is so interesting about this 
place is that it is a public shopping center where all kinds of people would show up rather 
than being an exclusive Filipino enclave. Nevertheless, the variety of people and the 
commercial nature of the building do not affect the fact that it has transformed into a 
Filipino shopping center. Its Filipino-ness is symbolically constructed and strengthened 
through the collective practice at all levels by different agencies within the CMIOscape.  
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The ethnic imagination of Filipinoness is firstly materialized through the boundary 
making process participated by both Filipinos and the local CMIO Singaporeans. The 
existence of Lucky Plaza as a different kind of ethnoscape reinforces the predominance 
of the CMIOscape associated with a legitimate CMIO Singaporean identification. 
Moreover, Lucky Plaza, as a unique ethnoscape, separates Filipinos not only from the 
CMIO Singaporeans, but also other migrant workers of different nationalities. This 
chapter will provide a detailed account on the process of ethnic identity assertion 
exercised by Filipinos, in particular, Filipino domestic workers, and the ethnic boundary 
maintenance practiced by different subjectivities at different levels.     
 
4.1 A Sunday Snapshot 
 
Lucky Plaza, situated in the heart of Orchard Road in Singapore, gained its fame as a 
migrant gathering place that is primarily occupied by Filipinos in Singapore. From the 
early 1980s22, Lucky Plaza had become well-known for being a “Little Manila” on 
Sundays as it can be easily associated with “Baclaran” or “Divisoria”, popular shopping 
belts in the heart of downtown Manila, by Filipino customers (Yeoh 1998).  
 
Stepping inside Lucky Plaza, one may not be able to tell immediately that this place is 
Filipino because the first and the second floor are common shops that sell cameras, 
jewels, leather goods and fast-food chains like PizzaHut. Also Lucky Plaza is famous for 
                                                 
22 It’s still not clear exactly when Lucky Plaza started to become a Filipino gathering place. Most of the resources show 
that early 1980s would be the time when Filipinos took over Lucky Plaza and became the major patrons. But a 
specified date or time still remains untraceable. One thing to point out is that this ethnic gathering phenomenon did not 
happen overnight, and it was less likely that there was a definite time to identify. It was more of a gradual process 
which might take a rather long period of time before it became prominent.   
 88
diving equipment for enthusiasts. As long as there is no big sale or promotions on the 
ground floor, Lucky Plaza looks just normal as any shopping center in Singapore. Even 
so, customers can still find a hint of “Filipinoness” by a big banner of Singtel’s 
promotion plan standing right next to the main entrance written in Tagalog, selling its 
especially designed mobile plans to this special group of clientele.  
 
On the third floor and above, the ambience and the commodities sold become very 
“Filipino” and different from other shopping centers along Orchard Road— the shops are 
predominantly remittance centers, ethnic food outlets and small grocery stores selling 
authentic Filipino products, Filipino pop music and movies. On Sundays, boisterous 
conversation in Tagalog or other Philippine dialects mixed with Filipino-Singlish take 
over the use of English. People gather up in groups, doing nothing but hanging out at 
each corner of open area on every floor. Young Filipino seamen wearing white crisp 
uniforms walk down the escalators, frowning at the crowds. Remittance centers are 
overflowing with different kinds of noise and activities. While waiting in the queue to be 
served, women start to chatter, commenting on the food they just shared with each other, 
gossiping about someone’s relationship, sharing experiences of coping with their bosses 
and discussing the plots and twists of a soap show they have been following up. 
Restaurants usually have thriving businesses. Sipping a cup of icy halo-halo23 and 
relaxing from the whole week’s tiring chores, Lucky Plaza is the most popular 
rendezvous among Filipinos on weekends.  
 
                                                 
23 Halo-Halo is a popular Filipino beverage. It is a blend of juice and ice, topped with various tropical fruit bits. Halo-
Halo literally means mix-mix.     
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Although the business is thriving, Lucky Plaza is considered an embarrassment 
situated in the heart of Orchard Road in Singapore, and one big mismatch that tarnishes 
the image of Orchard being a symbol of class and elegance, the “epitome of modernity” 
(Yeung 1995: 74). Orchard Road is Singapore’s Main Street (Ho 1989; Yeoh and Kong 
1995), “a glitzy display of the biggest and the best” (the Straits Times 2001 Nov 21). It is 
currently the heart of Singapore’s tourist industry. “Whether for tourists or Singaporeans, 
Orchard Road is the Mecca for a shopping spree” (Yeung and Savage 1995: 75). With its 
high density of hotels, nightclubs, shopping centers and dining outlets, the 
“Orchardscape” 24  lies true to its image as equivalent to New York’s Fifth Avenue (the 
Straits Times 2000 Jan 1) and earns itself a reputation of being Singapore’s premier 
shopping district (the Straits Times 2001 Nov 21). As an entrepreneur in Orchard Road: 
 
So, over and above everything else, there is a little mystic about coming to 
Orchard Road. And I don’t think anywhere else in Singapore you can find the 
same mystic. It is the indefinable and intangible attraction and it is difficult to 
explain. But you know when you come here and you will feel it. (Yeung and 
Savage 1995: 77) 
 
Due to its inexpressible “magical power”, Orchard Road has been irresistibly 
attractive to visitors. In Yeung and Savage’s term, the genius loci25 of Orchard can be 
manifested through its multifaceted features, such as buildings, people, traffic, smell, 
colors (ibid. p.77). It is then curious to find out why the unique shopping center Lucky 
Plaza stands out distinctly in the “shopping Mecca” of Orchard as a shopping center that 
seems to be “out of place”. Why does it turn out to be so different and was it designed 
that way in the very beginning, if so, by whom? 
 
                                                 
24 According to Yeung and Savage, “Orchardscape” refer to Orchard Road and the network of minor roads in its 
vicinity. See Yeung and Savage in Yeoh and Kong 1995: 69.   
25 “Genius loci” means the spirit of the place. See Yeung and Savage in Yeoh and Kong 1995: 77.  
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4.2 Transformations: Has Lucky Plaza Lost Its Class? 
 
Lucky Plaza used to be a pearl in the central business district in Singapore. Built in 
1978, it was strategically located in the heart of Orchard Road and surrounded by 
numerous high-end commercial and entertainment business and world ranked hotel 
chains. Lucky Plaza was originally patronized by wealthy local shoppers, who lived in 
Tanglin and Cairnhill areas, as well as foreign tourists. Having not yet adopted the 
modern department-store retailing patterns, Lucky Plaza used to accommodate small-
scale businesses and individual shops selling luxury products such as jewelry, antiques, 
handicrafts and branded watches (Sim 1984). The retailers were predominantly Chinese, 
with a diversity of different regions and dialects. Lucky Plaza also accommodated a great 
number of foreign shopkeepers, mainly Indonesians, which took up 13.6% of all its 
retailers in the 1970s (ibid. p.42).      
 
In the early 1980s, Lucky Plaza’s status of being modern and high-end diminished 
rapidly. At that time, the only matching shopping center was Far East Plaza, located just 
two blocks away from Lucky Plaza. Far East Plaza, interestingly, became well-known for 
selling Japanese styled trendy clothing and accessories and became popular especially 
among Singaporean youth. However, the “Japanese-ness” does not single out Far East 
Plaza in Orchard. Rather, its “trendy-ness” fits it perfectly into the “Orchardscape” as 
part of the whole chic and modern presentation. Moreover, recent and grand departmental 
stores such as Takashimaya or Tangs have lured away the demanding customers. Lucky 
Plaza, “unfortunately”, was taken over by Filipino workers. The shops on the upper floors 
previously selling luxury goods had given way to Filipino products. Its glamour in the 
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former days was blunted and one can only find a trace of its bygone wealth lingering at 
the jewel or watch shops on the ground floor. Being lucky or unlucky, Lucky Plaza 
stands out distinctively as the only shopping center in Orchard Road that seems to be 
“awkward” and “out of place”.  
 
Various anecdotes have provided ample clues in speculating how Lucky Plaza has 
gradually turned Filipino. Sarah, a Chinese shop owner at Lucky Plaza, commented that: 
 
Lucky Plaza used to cater very much to the tourists, Japanese and ang mohs 
(Caucasians) used to frequent this place, doing tourist business especially in the 
early years, during the early 1980s. The (Filipina) maids started coming to buy 
luggage and big bags to put the things they want to send back to 
Philippines…before we really know it, ‘Boom’! Over the years we see more and 
more shops selling things to them (Filipinos), especially on this top few levels, 
very popular with them. (in Wong 1999:50)  
 
Apart from this luggage story, Ninfa, a Filipino domestic worker told me: 
 
11 years ago when the first time I come here, all the remittance were not here. 
This is not a convenient place. We sent through PNB26, but it was not here in 
Lucky Plaza. Before us, before the Filipinos started to come here, this was 
Chinese, small Chinese coffee shops. I think from the second to the fourth floor 
and they slowly became Filipino and then the owners all became Filipino owners. 
I don’t know why, maybe Singapore is allowed Filipino, so that they maintain. 
Every Sunday all Filipino went out and every Sunday the Filipino product is 
quite nice, nice selling. So I tell you, at first Lucky Plaza is opened not for 
Filipino, for foreign people. And the Filipinos came here and they ask do you 
have Filipino product... The first time I came I knew this Lucky Plaza is here, but 
not as many as stores then. Only slowly slowly, it became like this and quite 
well-known. The Lucky Plaza became the Metro here, Metro Shopping Center, 
yeah, there were all sorts of shops beforehand, but they moved to other place, 
only for this place for the Filipino products. (Ninfa, 40, domestic worker)      
 
 
Food and groceries were the first incentives and then little by little, the shops in 
Lucky Plaza started to provide remittance, delivery services to the Philippines. Chinese 
                                                 
26 Philippine National Bank (PNB) opened a branch in the third floor of Lucky Plaza since the 1990s 
(http://www.pnb.com.ph/singapore/index.asp ). Later on, POSB, Western Union, SingPost have also established 
branches in Lucky Plaza, providing services especially to Filipinos.  
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shop owners moved out and Filipino businessmen moved in. Authentic Filipino food 
eateries and grocery stores were thriving because of their loyal Filipinos customers. As 
the “hotchpotch of shops create a bazaar feel”, in Lucky Plaza, “a new subculture has 
grown up around (Filipino) workers—remittance companies where the Filipinos can send 
money home, snack bars serving Filipino food and IDD card phones from which they can 
make regular calls home” (the Strait Times, 20 March 1989; 20 April 1995).  
 
Because Lucky Plaza’s appearance of being a Filipino gathering place has greatly 
contradicted the representation of Orchard being the heart and soul of the felicitous urban 
lifestyles that contemporary Singaporeans enjoy, it is widely considered as having 
“already lost its class” (Business World, 6 Feb 1996) and “became a social nuisance” 
(Wong 1999: 61) by the locals.  
 
The transformation of Lucky Plaza manifests the construction of this unique 
ethnoscape at different levels. The most prominent two levels are the constructions 
participated by Filipinos and non-Filipinos (including the locals, tourists and migrant 
workers from other countries) through the practice of boundary making. A shared identity 
based on nationality, social status and other cultural, ethnic ties have further consolidated 
the sense of belonging to each ethnic community. The state’s designing and control in 
this case appears to be somehow muted, yet still can be found through a series of media 
portraits, which has gone through a subtle change of attitude: from hostility to tolerance. 
Sustaining the primary function as a shopping center, Lucky Plaza has transformed into a 
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weekend ethnic neighborhood, narrating the lived experience of the “ethnic others” in 
Singapore.   
 
4.3 Off-Days in Lucky Plaza: the Imagined Filipinoness 
 
Lucky Plaza is a unique ethnoscape that reflects a particular ethnic imagination. And 
the imagination of Filipinoness is materialized through a series of boundary making and 
maintaining process. For Filipinos in Lucky Plaza, the food they consume, the language 
they speak, the clothes they wear and the activities they practice all demonstrate the 
“authenticity” of a Filipino, which separates them from the rest of the customers. For the 
local Singaporeans, Lucky Plaza has become an abrupt intruder to their well-maintained 
social landscapes. This perception compounded with various media portraits keep Lucky 
Plaza a unique ethnoscape that stands out distinctly in the CMIOscape.     
 
Boundary Making by Filipinos 
 
Sundays are like carnivals to Filipino workers as these are the only off-days that they 
can have. Since the majority of the Filipino population here is female, there is nothing 
better than shopping and catching-up for them on a relaxed Sunday break. After the 
Sunday mass, they dress up with anticipation for a fun get-together with their friends. 
Together they chat, shop, eat and hang out. There is no better place than Lucky Plaza. 
Like what Nancy told me: “Usually we come here to meet our friends, and the only place 
we meet them is Lucky Plaza, because this is the meeting place for Filipinos here”. Daisy, 
another domestic worker also expressed the same feelings towards Lucky Plaza:  
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I usually go in Lucky Plaza during my off days to meet my friends and to eat 
those Filipino food. When we were in Lucky Plaza, we fell that we almost like 
our home town because we saw a lot of our country men or fellow workers.   
 
After meeting with friends, they are eager to catch up with the latest news about each 
other while queuing at the remittance centers or at the grocery shops purchasing Filipino 
products for daily uses. Lucky Plaza is well known for remittance at the lowest price27 in 
Singapore among Filipino workers. Besides, various promotions and activities are also 
organized in order to catch people’s attention and attract new customers. Grounded in 
practicality, Lucky Plaza has established a niche which makes itself the only place in 
Singapore where authentic Filipino products are available. Ninfa, a domestic worker who 
has lived in Singapore for eleven years, is a loyal customer of Lucky Plaza:  
 
I need to buy personal thing, Filipino products. I never use a Singapore product; I 
am still using a Filipino product… It’s not the price, it’s the products. 
 
These products are basically groceries, snacks, pocket books printed in Tagalog, 
Filipino pop music and movies. Trendy outfits and accessories are very popular among 
the customers especially when there is a big sale. Apart from these, shops of cheap 
suitcases and luggage, phone cards, perfumes, electronics, watches, jewels are also 
frequented by shoppers who want to find a bargain.  
 
Dining is important among all activities taking place in Lucky Plaza. One’s dining 
habit entails great geographical, cultural and religious differences, and food has always 
been a prominent ethnic marker. The Filipino flavor is very different from the 
                                                 
27 Lucky Plaza’s low remittance rate is well-known among most of the foreign workers in Singapore. Apart from 
Filipinos, Indian workers, Bangladeshis and Indonesians also like to send their salary back through various remittance 
centers in Lucky Plaza. The usual price for remittance in banks varies between S$14 to S$20, a lot higher than the 
processing fee in any remittance center at Lucky Plaza, which only costs S$4, providing equally reliable services.  
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Singaporean one. Filipino dishes are sweeter and more sour, less spicy or salty. Fruits are 
often included in the recipe to add to a refreshing tropical flavor. One of the most famous 
restaurants is called “GP Asian restaurant” located in the fourth floor. But its patrons are 
predominantly tourists or a few professional looking Filipinos. To most of the workers, 
this place is too pricey and the taste of food is not satisfying. Their favorite spot is a 
medium-sized food store called “Kabayan”28, supposedly the “No. 1 well-known place 
here in Lucky Plaza (Ninfa)”.  
 
Unlike GP Asian which gives out an exotic feeling when you step in, Kabayan is 
decorated in a modest way with a wide selection of food provided. As a non-Filipino, I 
could not tell why the food in Kabayan is considered tastier than other food outlets—to 
me, they are all quite alike. But I do notice that the atmosphere in Kabayan is more lively 
than other places. First of all, the tables in Kabayan are big, suitable for a group get-
together; also, it is open to all with no obligation of making an order there. One can just 
buy a drink and share with a friend some home-made cooking and stay as long as one 
wants. These are all attractions to the Filipino workers because what they really want is 
not the food alone, but more importantly, their craving for a chat with friends and a 
thorough relaxation.   
 
These chit-chats they have are more of gossiping or exchanges of information, and 
more importantly, they are in Tagalog. In Lucky Plaza on Sundays, the “official 
language” of English automatically shifts into Philippine dialects unless the workers are 
                                                 
28 Bayan in Tagalog means town or nation or country; ka is a short term for kapatid which means brother. Kabayan 
means co-national, companion or comrade.   
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talking to a non-Filipino. “Because when we are at home, we talk all in English, right? 
And we come down here, no English anymore!” said Nancy. This transformation of 
language contributes to the “foreignness” and “outside-ness” for most Singaporeans. 
Erikson pointed out that “linguistic retention enables a minority to remain distinctive, and 
simultaneously it prevents the group from achieving equality in a country with another 
official language (Erikson 1993: 42)”. The extensive use of Tagalog in Lucky Plaza gives 
it a unique characteristic yet contributes to an in-group/ out-group differentiation between 
the Filipinos and the locals.     
 
Apart from shopping and dining, Lucky Plaza as a locality has become an ideal stage 
for the presentation of a collective identity: Filipinos are high-standard. The presence of 
different groups in a same public space cultivates interaction and interconnection among 
these groups, and the livable setting also creates a stage for public life, which promotes a 
sense of connection with others and a sense of identity. This dramaturgical analogy was 
borrowed from Goffman, who stated that when an individual appears in the presence of 
others, this person always tries to convey an impression which is in the person’s interests 
to convey (Goffman 1959). Simply put, it is very natural for a person to try to present the 
best of him or her in front of others. Lucky Plaza is such a locality, a “stage” to present 
the ideal manifestation of a collective identity based on people’s imagination and the 
practice of this imagination.  
 
When Nancy was asked why the Filipinos like to spend weekends in Lucky Plaza, she 
gave me a rather insightful answer:  
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Ok, I want to tell you Filipino is not like Indonesian, or Indian and Bangladesh. 
Filipino is socialized because they choose to go to Lucky Plaza to stand by29. 
They choose this Lucky Plaza, Orchard. Orchard is the main city in Singapore, so 
Filipinos choose the main city in Singapore to stand by. Filipinos they are not 
low-standard, they are high-standard, so they go to Lucky Plaza.     
 
A key theme in her narrative is Filipinos being high-standard and sociable. They do 
not choose any other location in Singapore as their gathering place, but only consider 
Lucky Plaza as the one. It is because of the shopping center’s central location in 
Singapore and its accessibility, but more significantly, as discussed previously, Lucky 
Plaza’s reputation of being one of the high-end, modern shopping centers, although of a 
bygone era, distinguishes itself from other places frequented by workers from other 
countries (i.e. Peninsula Plaza by Burmese; Marina Square by Indonesians).  
 
This kind of superiority that they manifested is not without its basis. Even within the 
community of domestic workers in Singapore, a hierarchy of status is perceptible and 
Filipino maids seem to obtain a good standing compared to the rest of the domestic 
workforce. In Huang and Yeoh’s study, they pointed out that the nationality of migrant 
domestic worker is valued differently, depending on qualities seen as enhancing or 
depreciating their worth as domestic helpers. In this sense, Filipinos are credited with 
some proficiency in English, also they are considered to have an amiable disposition of 
easy-going or caring. Moreover, Filipinos are well-educated and are considered to be 
fast-learners, therefore they are more compatible with the fast-paced Singaporean life-
style (Huang and Yeoh 1998). Even their monthly salary is the highest among all, from 
S$250 to as high as S$500, whereas the rest (Indonesians, Sri Lankans, etc) receives no 
more than S$250 (ibid. p. 39).  
                                                 
29 Stand by is a transliteration of a Filipino word “istambay” which means to hang out.  
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 Their salary alone, however, can not fully account for the high self-perception held by 
the Filipinos in the public; many of them do feel that they are different because of the 
education they receive back in the Philippines. A lot of them even obtained bachelor’s 
degrees or college diplomas. Singapore to them is not a destination, but a transit point 
where they can earn some quick money and move to other countries and settle down. 
Being a domestic helper is the fastest way out of the Philippines and many of them just 
take it as a temporary job and still hold the ambition of entering the business world or 
becoming white-collar workers.  
 
The most prominent indication of this projected identity lies in the style of dressing 
that the female domestic workers engage on Sundays. The tacit dressing code they have 
to obey in their employers’ house is no longer mandatory as they can remove their plain 
T-shirts or home-wear and dress up with trendy outfits such as spaghetti straps, blouse, 
low waist jeans, high heels together with their finest jewelry, and make-up. In the account 
of Polly, a Chinese employer, recorded by Yeoh: 
 
I met her (the maid) and wah! She was really bedecked—gold earrings, you 
know, and she was dressed up and all that. And by the way she talks, she seemed 
like a very urban person…in the know of what’s going on in Singapore, like 
where to go and so on. (Yeoh 1998: 592)  
 
For the female workers, dressing-up on Sundays is not merely an expression of self-
respect. More importantly, it has symbolic connotations where the freedom of dressing up 
has asserted an equal status and the identity of being urbane women. Goffman clearly 
explained that “society establishes the means of categorizing persons and the complement 
of attributes felt to be ordinary and natural for members of each of these categories” 
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(Goffman 1963: 206). Based on this taken-for-granted categorization, maids’ dressing-up 
in public is considered inappropriate by many locals as it confronts their generally held 
idea that a worker should remain humble and stay low-profile. Moreover, dressing-up 
becomes a threat as it “closes the gap if not invert the positions of ma’am and maid” and 
thus brings about “embarrassing situations when the maid, shorn of her workaday 
uniform and fashionably bedecked, is mistaken for the ma’am’s sister or daughter” (Yeoh 
1998: 597). Many are also concerned that the workers may become materialistic and thus 
be “corrupted” or “contaminated” by “bad and unhealthy” influences. This situation 
echoes what Goffman has revealed that “he (the stigmatized individual) may 
perceive…that whatever others profess, they do not really ‘accept’ him and are not ready 
to make contact with him on equal grounds” (Goffman 1963: 203). More often than not, 
the presentation of “an ideal self” in public as a defensive response conducted by the 
female workers is considered as “a direct expression of his (in this case, her) defect, and 
then see both defect and response as just retribution for something he (she)…did, and 
hence a justification of the way we treat him (her)” (ibid. p.205).  
 
Another important thing for the Filipinos here is to hang out, using their words, to 
“stand by”. They never confine their steps just to one place. Lucky Plaza itself is too 
small for their adventurous spirits. Lucky Plaza is their first step in exploring Singapore. 
After their purchase and remittance, these Filipinos like to visit all kinds of places and 
enjoy themselves just as the locals.  
 
During my off-days, I went to Lucky Plaza to meet my friends and to remit 
money to the Philippines to my family. I went to Botanic Garden. I see the 
orchids there, fish in the man-made lake. I attend birthday parties of my friends 
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in gulong-gulong Park. We contribute each other for the food, we eat. We cook 
Filipino food. (Corazon, 31, domestic worker)     
 
Botanic is the one place nice in Singapore, has a lot of orchid and other flower, 
so many people there, Filipino, Indonesian, Singaporean, and others with partners. 
I believe (you will) forget everything, problem to the employer and yourself 
because you will enjoy yourself there. (Belen, 38, domestic worker)  
 
This favored Botanic Garden has a long history of 136 years and is very popular 
among not only Filipinos but all people in Singapore. It is located very close to Orchard. 
It is a serene, spacious, and beautiful park, perfect for an outdoor picnic and the 
admission is free. It soon became one of the Filipinos’ favorite hangouts. Another one 
that is worth noting is the gulong-gulong park mentioned by Corazon. Actually it is 
known as the Grace Park, small open greenery situated very close to the Orchard MRT 
station and Lucky Plaza. Interestingly, this small open area was given a second name 
gulong-gulong by the Filipinos to describe its rolling terrain. Gulong means “wheels” or 
“rolls” in Tagalog. Who gave the name still remains undiscovered; however, it does not 
affect the fact that Filipinos give meanings and attachments to these outdoor open areas 
and declare an equal status as the locals by sharing with them the enjoyable nature.          
 
If locals don’t like seeing us and being near us, they can move away. They can 
don’t come here (Orchard Road) on Sundays. Why should we not go there just 
because they think we are making ourselves a nuisance. We are not. Anyway, I 
will go where and when I like around Orchard. It’s free for everyone. Or is it 
only for Singaporeans? Locals are just prejudiced. (Merci, Filipino domestic 
worker, in Yeoh 1998:592) 
 
Lucky Plaza is a social locality such that an ideal Filipino identity is constructed and 
manifested. The manifestation is firstly materialized through the choice of the place. 
Filipinos, as they believe, are high-standard people and therefore hang-out at Lucky Plaza 
in Orchard rather than any other place in Singapore. The choice of the location has 
already become an imaginary boundary which separates the group of Filipinos from the 
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rest of the migrant population. Yet, Lucky Plaza is a public shopping center which is not 
exclusive only for Filipinos. In order to make the imagined ethnic boundary more 
perceptible, the Filipino community frequents Lucky Plaza and has developed a special 
discourse of hanging-out at this constructed locality. They visit only particular shops, eat 
at particular food stores, speak a particular language, dress-up in a particular manner, and 
they have even extended the imagined territory of this locality: from Lucky Plaza to parks 
and open areas in its vicinity. This special discourse of hanging-out at the constructed 
locality is consistent with the ethnic imagination held by the Filipinos, an imagination of 
what a “real” Filipino would be.  
 
Boundary Making by Locals 
 
The imagination of Filipinos being high-standard, however, is not well accepted nor 
understood by the locals. For them, this imagination has already contradicted their 
interpretation of the non-CMIO ethnic “Others” and their perception of social landscapes. 
Social localities, especially public settings are effective vehicles for identity formation 
and presentation, because the frequent use of a place encourages the “commonsense” 
perception that the users as a social group are natural, and therefore are legitimate and 
normal. Public spaces, in this sense, provide relative safety for the perpetuation of certain 
subcultures and more importantly, provide symbols around which particular identities are 
centered (Forest 1995). However, at the same time, public settings also provide “mixed 
social situations” that lead to “unanchored”, sometimes “shaky”, interaction among 
people (Goffman 1963). In the case of Lucky Plaza, the “Filipino” landscape has been 
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associated with a negative perception held by the locals against the Filipino workforce in 
Singapore. Lucky Plaza, to them, has become a stigma on the glamorous Orchard.   
 
Stigma, according to Goffman (1963) and Coleman (1997), is more of a set of social 
relations rather than a static status that is attributed to people. It is sensitive to both 
contexts and subjectivities, as it usually conforms and reflects the value judgments of a 
dominant group within a particular context and it is often defined arbitrarily to some 
extent, as Coleman had summarized that “stigma stems from differences” (Coleman 
1997). With a full focus on the differences, the dominant group actively creates stigmas 
because any attribute or difference is potentially stigmatizable. From this perspective, we 
are able to analyze the two characteristics in detail that are usually associated with Lucky 





In Lucky Plaza and its vicinity, there are certain areas that are frequently flooded with 
waiting crowds and congested passengers. The waiting crowd and the always packed 
corridors receive a lot of complaints from the locals. To them, Lucky Plaza on Sundays is 
“crazy with all the Filipino maids making movement impossible” and “causing jams”. 
Shanti, a local, complained: 
 
The kind of crowd, the Filipinas there, are comparable to the opening of new 
shopping centers when everyone flocks there. Difference in Lucky Plaza is that it 
happens every Sunday without fail…The Filipina crowd alone is enough to scare 
me out of Lucky Plaza. I feel so much like an outsider in what is supposedly 
‘ours’. (in Wong 1999:57)  
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While Lucky Plaza still retains its nature as being public and accessible to all, with 
the huge influx of Filipinos on Sundays, the normally invisible group suddenly appears in 
the public and dominates this shopping center, making it “alien” to many locals. Many 
Singaporeans thus avoid visiting Lucky Plaza on Sundays as a silent protest (Yeoh 1998; 
Wong 1999; Yeoh 1999). This crowdedness of Filipinos greatly arouses antagonism 
amongst Singaporeans and is condemned as a social nuisance or social pollution. Clara, a 
student, snapped: 
 
The Filipino maids, I don’t understand, why do they all flock to Orchard Road? 
Why can’t they go elsewhere? They only create unwanted problems when they 
come to Orchard Road in such big numbers; can not blame us for saying nasty 
things about them. (in Yeoh 1998: 593)  
 
Interestingly, however, some Singaporeans do acknowledge that they would not feel 
uncomfortable in the situations where other shopping centers are packed with locals, or 
they are “outnumbered” by foreigners like Caucasians. Actually in Yeung and Savage’s 
study on Orchardscape, they believed that, based on many local narratives, the crowds of 
people represent another attractive feature of the Orchardscape. They reasoned: 
 
This is evident in that crowdedness of the streetscape is the second most 
mentioned feature of Orchard Road…The characterization of Orchard Road as a 
“crowded” place by respondents is not viewed as a negative attribute but rather 
as an attraction in itself. They feel that the sheer number and diversity of people 
in Orchard Road especially during the weekends adds to the excitement and life 
of the Orchardscape. (Yeung and Savage 1995: 73) 
 
Following this logic, “over-crowdedness” itself is not too much of a negative attribute, 
but when it is closely associated with Filipinos, it becomes unbearable to many 
Singaporeans. As discussed in the section of redefining ethnic boundaries and 
readdressing the issue of “us versus them”, we already proposed a new perspective of 
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looking at the boundary maintenance held by different groups in contact. It is the 
dominant group’s subjective perception towards another group that leads to ethnic 
evaluation and boundary demarcation. “What is happening” is not the key issue here, 
more importantly, we should focus on “who is observing”. One common situation in an 
in-group context could cause an appalling reaction if it is put in an out-group context. 
With this kind of differentiation, the in-group and out-group segregation is especially 
prominent and the boundary maintenance becomes evidently identifiable. Moreover, this 
kind of judgment held by “us” against “them” implies a status hierarchy which underpins 
the inferiority of the out-groupers. In this case, for many Singaporeans, the crowdedness 
of Orchard represents the prosperity and liveliness of the street life in this urban center, 
only if the crowds are constituted by the locals or foreign tourists. Filipino maids will 
only create problems here in this place where they do not belong and their crowds are a 
“social nuisance” (Wong 1999) and will inevitably blemish the modern image of Orchard.        
 
Interestingly however, if we take a look at the Map of Orchard attached in the 
Appendix, it is surprising to see that this “social nuisance” of maids gathering is actually 
portrayed in the brochure printed by the Singapore Tourism Board (2002 Edition). This 
Map of Orchard is designed to present the dynamic street lives in Orchard as we can see 
people are portrayed as happily jogging, shopping, dining, picnicking, and skateboarding 
in the Orchard area. If one looks at the map carefully enough, it is fascinating to see that 
two women are hanging out at the exact location of gulong-gulong. One is sitting on the 
lawn with her stereo on, enjoying the music and perhaps singing karaoke. The other 
woman is holding a shopping bag, rushing towards her singing friend to have a fun get-
together. This little scenario captured in this map is used, intentionally or unintentionally, 
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to represent Orchard’s dynamic and attractive street life, nevertheless, the Filipino 





Due to the huge number of female workers gathered at Lucky Plaza, this place has 
been branded as a “pick-up point” for Filipinas. As mentioned earlier, those female 
workers who hang out at Lucky Plaza believe that Filipinas are also urban, fashionable 
and social, anything but a “naïve village girls”, an impression held by Singaporeans. 
However, their own imagination and practice of displaying an ideal Filipina contradict 
the Singaporeans’ perceptions based on their interpretation of Filipinoness. Instead of 
considering Filipinas as fashionable and sociable, they scoff them as “liberal, loose and 
easy”. Steven, one shop owner at Lucky Plaza, commented:  
 
You see all the Indians and Filipinos standing around, look here and there. I 
know, they are looking for easy targets. When you see them move to talk to them 
(Filipinas), you know what lah. (in Lim 1995: 128) 
 
Indeed, illegal business such as prostitution does happen in Lucky Plaza, especially in 
the night clubs. A number of domestic helpers work as maids in weekdays and as part-
time prostitutes on weekends in order to earn extra money, but the majority are from the 
Philippines on Social Visit visas. Ninfa, a frequent visitor to Lucky Plaza reluctantly 
revealed that: 
 
The night club on the 7th floor, the owner is an Indian and Chinese shared, and all 
the girls come from the Philippines. They are here on tourist visa and they can 
stay here within one week. After one week they will shift to Indonesia, Malaysia 
or Thailand. They can’t stay for two weeks.  
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Lucky Plaza, considered as a seedbed for crime and sexual immorality, reinforces 
“images of Third World immigrant women as promiscuous if not predatory” (Yeoh 1998: 
594). The stereotypical impression of a foreign female worker as a “young girl forced by 
economic conditions to seek employment overseas” (the Straits Times, 9 Aug 1984) has 
been replaced with an image of “stealing people’s fathers and husbands”— back then the 
worst fear of local women, as indicated in the words of Salmiah: 
 
I don’t like (maid congregations). A nuisance sometimes, especially these 
Filipinas go out with many old, Malay guys. You can see with your own eyes. 
They actually go out with them, date them, some even marry them you 
know…they (the maids) just try to get anyone (including) people’s fathers (and) 
people’s husbands. (in Yeoh 1998: 594)  
 
Relationships are tricky issues for the Filipino domestic workers in Singapore. They 
leave their families and friends behind and come alone to a new country where they must 
learn to conform and abide by the legal system here. In the process of adaptation, they 
must learn to cope with new languages, accents, customs and living habits, no matter how 
strange these may seem to them. Under the tremendous pressure and suffering from 
loneliness, many domestic workers are longing for romance where they can find the kind 
of love and care that they are missing since they left home. At the same time, some of 
them also want to gain material benefits or share their financial burden with a boyfriend 
here. Unlike back in the Philippines, which is a rather conservative Catholic country 
where women are expected to behave in a traditional manner, Singapore is comparatively 
a more liberal society where religious or moral proscriptions are not as stringent. Illicit 
affairs, which are condemned as not only a shame but also a sin in their homeland, are 
not as critically judged here among the domestic workers. Aguilar had quoted in a maid’s 
magazine in Singapore which declares “Huwag kang mabibigla kung si pining ay 
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nakikipaglingkisan na parang sawa sa isang Tamil (Aguilar 1996b: 113)”, which literally 
means “do not be shocked if you see Pining (girl’s name for Josephine in Tagalog) is 
intimately intertwined like a snake with a Tamil”.  
 
There is a friend of mine. She is a maid worker. Actually she is not already here 
in Singapore. Her story is interesting because her experience show the side of 
being fooled by men. She worked here for more than one year. She is a widow 
with two children. She liked to work in Singapore due to financial, need to 
survive her children. Her contract is no day off. She is very hardworking and 
obedient. Her employer liked her very much and she won their trust, so after six 
months, they gave her off day once a month. During her off day, she met friends 
and one of them is a labor here, a Bangladesh. The Bangladesh became her 
boyfriend. One day, she brought her boyfriend at her employer’s house. The 
Bangladesh gave her gifts like clothes, money and bought her a gold necklace. 
One day, the daughter of her employer saw a shadow of a person, but outside the 
window. The employer presumed it was a black spirit. One time, they get up 
something, they saw a black shadow again and then they saw the maid. They 
thought it was not a bad spirit but a real person. The male employer investigated 
her maid at once and later the maid confessed that it is her boyfriend. No more 
questions asked, the employer reported it to the police. The maid was brought by 
her employer to the police station to make statement for record purposes. They 
cancelled her at once and send home to the Philippines. The maid was very sorry 
but you know, the employer doesn’t trust her anymore. What is the point of 
keeping her? Today the maid I am referring to want to come back again here in 
Singapore. I ask the agent if they blacklist her. They told me they don’t know. 
The maid is still in the Philippines waiting to have another employer. Until now 
her boyfriend is still calling her. (An anonymous domestic worker, 40 years old)     
 
This story was told by a domestic worker I met in Lucky Plaza, who has stayed in 
Singapore for 8 years. Among numerous stories that have been circulated among these 
workers, this one is especially dramatic and informative. What interests me is that these 
women are genuinely attracted to these twists and turns that are combined with romance 
and tragedy, struggles and scandals. Because their lives as maids are so tedious and 
mundane that they always want to include a bit of drama in their lives. Nevertheless, 
most of them remain practical and cautious about romance because they know that if their 
relationships are caught by the employers, it may be the end of their stay in Singapore.  
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These concerns, however, do not stop the Filipinas from their involvement in 
relationships with either local Singaporeans or others even though they are aware that 
they are portrayed as daring or bold, or even predatory by some locals. Some Filipinas do 
avoid relationship, not because it is not allowed but because they are scared of having a 
boyfriend. On one hand these Filipinas do not want to be considered as indecent women, 
on the other hand they remain cautious about the intentions of men in Singapore. “I am 
too scared to get a boyfriend here in Singapore. Some Chinese is naughty”, says Belen, a 
38 year old Filipino, “so you see, don’t forget we go and come here to work, right? So 
take care of yourself and be good girls always. Boyfriends, okay, but don’t go always 
with them, problems always there so be careful”. Dramas and romance are just appetizers, 
without which they can still survive. Apart from taking a cautious attitude, some do hold 
high expectations of finding true love and getting married to local Singaporeans 
legitimately, but they are not willing to give up their pride: 
 
…Then my present employer gives me twice a month’s off days. Of course I was 
so happy by then because I have a lot of time to be with my loved one (her 
boyfriend in Singapore). So we spent a lot of time together watching movies, 
swimming. He drove me all over the island. But one day he asked me something 
which I can’t bear to give to him. He asked me to surrender myself to him 
without any promises. I told him that if you love someone, you will be willing to 
wait and won’t force her to do it. I was so scared because of our races. He is a 
Singaporean and I am a Filipino. So when I give myself to him, I’m lost. I am 
already a maid, but I have my pride. I promise to myself, I will never give myself 
unless to my husband. So we parted. Of course I was very sad. (Daisy, 31, 
domestic worker)  
 
   It is difficult to tell whether the Filipino women are the perceived “immoral 
seducers” or actually victims of prejudice. Nevertheless, what really matters here is the 
“us versus them” differentiations that cut across ethnic and class lines accompanied with 
stigmatized stereotypes. These stereotypes are generated by the hegemonic discourse in 
 109
line with the prejudice such as if she is “loose” or “promiscuous”, that is because she is a 
Filipino maid. In such cases, the individual’s occupational identity becomes inseparable 
from her Filipinoness, which evokes a sense of shame or inferiority subsequently. Hence 
any declaration of self-esteem, dignity and pride is also mediated by her nationality.  
 
4.4 Lucky Plaza: a Multifaceted Ethnoscape 
 
The imagination of Filipinoness in Lucky Plaza is materialized through a series of 
boundary making and meaning reproducing practices exercised by both Filipinos and the 
local Singaporeans. Lucky Plaza as a special ethnoscape separates itself not only from the 
CMIOscape but other ethnoscapes constructed by people of different nationalities. In 
Lucky Plaza, a shared identity based on nationality, social status, religious and linguistic 
ties further consolidates the sense of belonging to the Filipino community in Singapore. 
For the Filipinos who hang out at Lucky Plaza and Orchard, through the food that they 
eat, the particular store that they like to visit, the language that they speak, the kind of 
clothes that they wear and the activities they practice, they identify with each other with 
what makes them “real” Filipinos. For them, Filipinos are fun-loving and sociable, as 
they love shopping, they love clubbing, they only go to particular food stores and hang 
out with friends there.  
 
What is more interesting is their attitude towards relationships, which is always a 
taboo for the domestic workers here in Singapore. They are aware that relationships are 
forbidden issues but they make boyfriends anyway. This is because these Filipinas do not 
see themselves as timid domestic servants who would do whatever the employers ask 
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them to do. They believe that their occupation as maids do not affect the fact that they are 
also members and contributors to the society and they can do whatever they think is 
proper. Their involvement in relationships also indicates the practice of boundary making 
between the Filipinas and domestic workers from other countries such as Indonesia or Sri 
Lanka. The Filipinas believe that they are high-standard as they know what they want and 
are not afraid to pursue it, especially when comparing to Indonesian or Sri Lankan maids 
who are more timid and docile and less “daring”.  
 
From these examples, we can see that Filipinos in Singapore bear with them a 
multilayered social identity which not only helps to construct a boundary between them 
and the Singaporeans, at the same time, to construct boundaries between them and their 
fellow migrant workers, who also belong to the community of the “permanent outsiders” 
in Singapore. Filipinos see themselves differently from other migrant workers and they 
also share among themselves jokes and anecdotes about these other migrant workers. For 
example, Merly told me about her encounter with a Thai construction worker:    
 
I have a Thailand friend, and I have this Thailand friend only, because I am so 
scared of a Thailander ano30. One time I went to this shopping center (Golden 
Mile Complex), they are all drinking, drinking, so I am very scared of them. 
Then when I tell to that Thailand man, he said ‘why you scared, we never do 
anything’. I don’t know lang… because they are drinking everywhere, you know. 
Then this Filipinos sometimes they talk about Thai, if you give money and you 
ask them (Thais) to kill somebody and they will kill.           
 
Yet, Lucky Plaza is a more complex ethnoscape in which different structures of 
boundary maintenance are exhibited, explicitly or subtly. Above we have discussed how 
ethnic and social boundaries are constructed and maintained by Filipino workers and 
                                                 
30 ano is a Filipino expression meaning “what”, or referring to a noun or a verbal mannerism with no substantive 
meaning.  
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local Singaporeans, and these practices are very prominent as they are exercised at the 
forefront of social interactions between the “us” group and “others”. However, this 
process itself can not fully address the intricacy of the structure of boundaries constructed 
in Lucky Plaza. In my field research, it was always easy to get information from the 
Filipina workers towards other workers or the locals; it was also quite common to find 
out how the locals perceive Filipina workers. What is missing here is the general 
perception towards another group of Filipinos—the Filipino professionals in Singapore—
from both migrant workers and the local Singaporeans. It is as if this group of 
professionals is not part of the construction of this Filipino ethnoscape of Lucky Plaza.  
 
As a matter of fact, Filipino professionals remain quite low-profile in this practice of 
boundary making and identity assertion. In Singapore, the mainstream perception about 
the Filipino identity is always disgraced and devalued because of the kind of menial 
occupation the majority takes and their “underclass” social status. In a multiethnic society, 
when ethnic interaction occurs, the individual image is equivalent to the image of the 
group, in other words, individual traits are reduced and people are judged as one 
collectivity. As a consequence, because of the un-skilled or even uncivilized image that 
dominates the ethnic group within which people are judged categorically rather than 
individually, many professionals have shown an ambivalent sentiment toward their ethnic 
or national identity. 
 
For the Filipino professionals, their achievements and settlements in Singapore have 
given them a sense of pride in their ability to prove that Filipinos are intelligent and 
 112
sophisticated. This image of professionalism is what they value and what they want to 
present to the others. However, their sense of identity is avoidably affected by the 
predominant perceptions towards the domestic workforce in Singapore. Many of them are 
troubled with a deep-seated sense of embarrassment by a disgraced Filipino identity of a 
“domestic servant”. They feel that they are not in any way inferior to the rest of the 
society; however, their nationalities put them incontrovertibly into a category that is at 
the forefront of ethnic stigmatization. Aguilar had pointed out that in order to cope with 
such oppressiveness, many tend to erect social and discursive boundaries that segregate 
them from their low-skilled counterparts (Aguilar 1996b:122). These professionals, who 
feel unprotected as the local prejudice is so prevalent and there is no legal barrier of 
separation from the unskilled workers, always highlight their skills, higher social status 
and their privileged social backgrounds.  
 
This kind of separation coupled with in-group boundary maintenance shows a 
complex process of ethnic imagination that is practiced differently from the one 
constructed by Filipino low-skilled workers. For the professionals, they believe that 
Lucky Plaza as a Filipino ethnoscape is not their territory. In other words, they do not 
share a same sense of belonging to this community or a sense of ownership to this 
locality because Lucky Plaza is constructed according to a different kind of imagination 
of the Filipino identity that does not match their expectation, as some Filipino 
professionals related:         
 
The way locals stereotype us is so scary. It’s like as long as you are Filipina and 
seen in Lucky Plaza on Sundays, you automatically become a maid. So even 
when we are not, we are seen as one. (Monette, a Filipino computer analyst) 
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The minute you step into Lucky Plaza, like it or not, you are stereotyped. You are 
a maid even if you are not. That’s why I don’t like going there. In Orchard Road, 
it’s different. I don’t feel it at all. I feel like I am treated more equally. Orchard 
on Sundays is fine but not Lucky Plaza. (Alma, a Filipino computer analyst) 
  
Many of the professionals believe that they do not need to suggest a “high-standard” 
identity intentionally because their professional identity has already secured this status. 
This status is only endangered when associated with Lucky Plaza, an ethnoscape that is 
not constructed according to the professionals’ imagination. Filipino professionals, like 
many expatriates from different countries, feel comfortable with the open and modern 
atmosphere in Singapore. The prosperity in the CMIOscape seems more attractive to the 
professionals and many of them do want to become part of this society in the very 
beginning. However, the very nature of the CMIOscape has determined its exclusivity to 
Singapore’s citizenry.  
 
The non-CMIO community, no matter whether it is highly valued or not, is deterred 
from being a legitimate member of the CMIOscape and thus always feels “not belonging” 
to this foreign land. Even so, they are reluctant to seek a sense of belongingness in the 
ethnoscape established by their co-nationals. This community of Filipino professionals is 
situated into a rather “awkward” situation: somewhere between the CMIOscape and their 
Filipino ethnoscape. They are not able to move forward to break the social boundary set 
by the CMIOscpae, and they are not willing to move back to their devalued community. 
This group, hence, becomes very special because they somehow remain “detached” from 
either side of the social landscapes. They do not want to become “second class citizens” 
in Singapore, at the same time, they take effort to avoid being seen as “unskilled” 
workers.  
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 Aguilar recorded that especially the female professionals would dress in such a style 
that nobody would get the “wrong impression”. And men would attire themselves to 
emphasize their professionalism (Aguilar 1996b: 123). One of my respondents, a Filipino 
researcher, told me an interesting story of his. He used to visit Lucky Plaza quite often for 
the Filipino food and phone cards. One time he was chatting with one of the shoppers in 
Lucky Plaza, a Filipino maid, and then he was questioned by her: are you a seaman? He 
was shocked and later on laughed about it. He reasoned his causal clothing led to the 
image of a seaman and asked me: That woman was really funny. Does she really think 
that I look like a seaman? For some, this kind of “wrong impression” can be just a joke; 
but for many other professionals, this joke is not well appreciated and they would feel 
annoyed if similar mistakes occur. This Filipino researcher later on told me in an 
interview:            
  
When I receive the slur, the racial slur, I just say that the other person (who labels 
us) doesn’t know better. In the tuition center where I work, some of the students 
have Filipino maids, so they said “Mr. Chua, are you Filipino? Really? My maid 
is also Filipino.” So I said “yeah”. And they said “can you also cook?” and I said 
“yeah”. But these kids they don’t know what they are talking about, right, so it’s 
funny. I guess what I was just saying is that these kids were subconsciously 
looking down upon Filipinos, the idea of Filipinos being maids. I am not against 
that because this is the work they (Filipino maids) do, but am I self-conscious, 
perhaps I am…  
 
By nationality I am a Filipino, I was born a Filipino. But at the same time, 
personally, I’ve had different a set of experiences…my exposure to other cultures 
had made me non-Filipino. Actually, instead of saying non-Filipino, I would like 
to say cosmopolitan. Or maybe a better word to say is Catholic. Catholic also 
means universal and I seem to see myself in that way (a Filipino researcher).   
 
The professionals’ construction of Filipinoness is different from either the locals or 
the low-skilled co-nationals. Their interpretation of the Filipino identity discourse is 
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centered on an imagined heroic nature or the virtue of sacrifice of overseas Filipinos. 
Many of them believe that Filipino domestic workers are heroines of the Philippines. And 
it is such a shame that this nation, with rich resources and talented people, are relying 
heavily on the remittance money sent by overseas Filipinas, who are sacrificing their 
families and happiness for the country. Aguilar recorded a statement made by a person 
who claimed to be proud to be a Filipino:  
 
No Filipino maid is (a heroine)…the Filipino maid is a victim of our (Philippine) 
system. There would be no Filipina maids in Singapore if the Philippines could 
create jobs at home. (in Aguilar 1996b: 130) 
 
If these Filipino domestic workers are considered as victims of the Philippine system, 
so are the Filipino professionals. When the professionals generously show their sympathy 
towards the Filipino domestic workers, they fail to realize that they are also rootless 
people who are trying to find a place of their own in a foreign country. They do not really 
embrace Lucky Plaza as a symbolic heartland for overseas Filipinos in Singapore, or at 
least not a heartland for Filipino professionals.  
 
Lucky Plaza symbolizes such a multifaceted and complicated social construct where 
various forms of social interaction and confrontations take place and different layers of 
social and symbolic boundaries are engendered. Lucky Plaza stands out as a unique social 
landscape from the CMIOscape in Singapore, displaying a varied discourse of ethnic 
meaning-making and identity assertion engaged by different subjectivities at different 
levels. It is unique because it is a social landscape that is constructed without much state 
engineering. The construction of this ethnoscape and the participation into various ethnic 
practices are largely engaged by people themselves. Unlike the CMIOscape, Lucky Plaza 
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as a Filipino ethnoscape is not pre-designed, nor strategically controlled by the authorities. 
It is more spontaneous, constructed in interactions and boundary makings without much 
plan.  
 
Lucky Plaza is also important because it gives us a different perspective on the 
construction of ethnoscapes in Singapore’s multiethnic discourse. It manifests the 
complicated interplay within the local community as well as between the local 
community and the “other”. A detailed analysis of Lucky Plaza as a Filipino ethnoscape 
in Singapore gives us a glimpse on the complexity of ethnicity in Singapore apart from 
the CMIO framework, but we should also note that Lucky Plaza is not the only case here. 
As mentioned earlier, there are many other ethnoscapes constructed by the “permanent 
outsiders” in Singapore apart from the CMIOscape, such as Golden Mile Complex, the 
“Little Thailand”, and Peninsular Plaza, the “Little Myanmar”. In the next chapter, 
another case will be examined to illustrate the construction of ethnoscapes in Singapore 





















At the tail end of Beach Road sits a grand old dowager known as the Golden 
Mile Shopping Complex, where the Singapore you know is no more. Here, a 
warm “Sawasdee krap” comes in handier than a stiff “hello”. Known 
affectionately as “Little Thailand”, the complex’s fingerprint-filled glass doors 
swing open on loose hinges to a curiously colorful sub-culture of spicy tom yam 
soup, blasting Thai pop and barely-there air-conditioning.  
 
But that’s only after you’ve been smacked in the face by an acrid, numbing 
smell of the bamboo shoots and fermented fish paste sold in the fresh food stalls. 
Housing more than 150 pint-sized shops over three musty levels, Golden Mile 
Complex, with its art-deco architecture (the floors are neatly divided into retail, 
commercial and residential space) and grimy exterior, is a forgotten institution. 
However, it is flourishing ground zero for everything Thai.  
 
A stroll around the ground floor presents an off-beat mix of bizarrely-lit 
(disco pink and purple) coffee shops, Singha beer-swigging Thai construction 
workers and apron-plastered, garishly-made up chefs. Unless you speak and write 
Thai, the signs, the language and the music will escape you. While the current 
recession is turning other major shopping centers into relatively quiet affairs, a 
normal weekend here is as tempting as a carnival in an urban kampung. More 
than 3,000 Thais—mostly construction workers and maids—hustle into its 
comfortingly worn-out premises.  
 
The 32-year-old building prospered in the 1970s as a bustling drop-off 
terminal for Malaysians and Thais coming into Singapore via coaches. It was, 
and still is, the first thing these visitors see. Says a building management 
spokesman: “People congregate here because of the cheap transport to countries 
like Malaysia and Thailand. There are plenty of food outlets and shops that cater 
to the large population of Thai workers here. At the end of the day, they just want 
to see other Thai faces”. 
 
… At this Thai Shangri-La, remittance shops, low-tech hair salons and 
cubicle-sized travel agencies rub up against authentic Thai eateries, mobile phone 
shops and fresh meat stalls. With the under-one-roof array of services available, 
it’s a crazily self-sufficient world for these laid-back foreigners. Says Andy Lai, 
52, a photographer who lives with his wife and daughter in a studio apartment in 
Golden Mile Complex: “The Thais really feel at home here. When they’re not 
drinking, they’re very peace-loving. If you catch a Singaporean smoking in the 
shopping centre, he will say that he has money to pay the fine. But tell a Thai to 
stop smoking and he apologizes politely and stubs out the cigarette”. Thai 
construction workers usually get their pay around the fifth of every month. Says 
Lai: “The weekend after pay day, they’ll flood the building, buying things on 
impulse. After sending money home, they’ll buy simple appliances like cheap 
cameras, then sit around and drink beer”. Authentic Thai eatery owner Johnny 
S.H. Lim, 50, agrees with the beer-friendly observation. He has run his popular 
ground-floor stall for 18 years with his Thai wife, Yuane Somchua, 41, and gets 
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more than 100 customers a day. He says: “The Thais are troublesome when 
they’re drunk. I’ve quarreled with them when they sit on my tables and act rowdy. 
But then, everyone is troublesome when they’re drunk. When they’re not 
drinking, they show very good manners”.  
 
One of the best kept secrets about Golden Mile, however, is Thai 
supermarket Phean Thai, which means “Your Friend”, the biggest of its kind in 
Singapore. Located on the second floor and occupying more than 20,000 sq ft, 
Phean Thai, owned by Yen Investments, is the largest tenant in Golden Mile 
Complex. Operations manager Ronald Teo, 40, who has a staff of 300, says that 
more than 70 per cent of his products are made in Thailand. Traditional Thai 
beverages like tamarind juice, Singha beer and tom yam pastes are sold here. Just 
as Little India and Geylang Serai are ethnic playgrounds for the Indian and 
Muslim communities, Golden Mile charms the tom yam crowd from the Land of 
“A Thousand Smiles”... (Reported by Wee, Tommy; “The Thai-dyed mile”, the 
Straits Times, 14 Sep 2001)  
 
This vivid description of Golden Mile Complex was provided by a Straits Times 
reporter, who describes this place as “a land of golden smiles”. Everything presented in 
this news account perfectly illustrates a strong Thai characteristic of this urban shopping 
center. Golden Mile Complex is located on Beach Road, the eastern side of Singapore’s 
business district, and it is just a few blocks away from Bugis Junction, another shopping 
attraction to Singaporeans (See Appendix 2). It is a unique shopping center “where 
Singapore ends and another country begins” (the Straits Times, 14 Sep 2001).    
 
In the 1970s, Golden Mile Complex was built as a model of modern shopping malls 
in the primary plan of the Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA). From the late 1960s, 
rapid economic development and urban renewal had facilitated the emergence of multi-
functioned, all-in-one department stores and shopping centers, being influenced by the 
transformations of the modern Western retail patterns. Two phases of growth of planned 
shopping centers in Singapore were implemented by the URA. The first phase (1969-
1977) was centered on the Central Area, especially Orchard Road and Chinatown (Sim 
1984). At the fringe of the Central Area, Golden Mile Complex, together with Golden 
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Mile Tower, were planned by the URA as prominent landmarks and were regarded as 
valuable assets in the planning of stretching the central business districts with abundant 
potential. The URA had a grand ambition to transform this area into a real “golden mile” 
where the first class commercial, residential and service sectors would be attracted. An 
official from URA and a business consultant even commented favorably back then:  
 
I think every city in the world aspires to select a choice piece of its real estate and 
call it its Golden Mile…I envision the Golden Mile to be a really important major 
development for Singapore. (Alan Choe, URA, 1973, in Chia 2003: 21) 
 
This building, the Woh Hup Complex31, … I immediately fell in love with the 
view… also I looked of course, at the monetary aspect of it… the prices are 
bound to go up in this area when the Golden Mile will be further developed… 
(Ted de Ponti, 1973, in Chia 2003: 22) 
 
However, the performance of Golden Mile Complex was poor and extremely 
disappointing. In less than 10 years time, the “Golden landmarks” were already relegated 
from its first class status to mediocre shopping centers selling furniture and household, 
which later attracted a significant number of wholesalers. During the 1980s, when the 
retailing business was prosperous, some small establishments selling electronics and 
musical instruments started to colonize these shopping centers apart from furniture and 
household business (Sim 1984). Travel agencies had also started to come in and rent 
offices at Golden Mile Complex. Phya Travel was believed to be one of the first and most 
influential travel agencies that had later transformed Golden Mile Complex from head to 
toe (Chia 2003). Starting its business in 1974, Phya Travel initiated bus services between 
Singapore and Thailand. It was arguably the first business that was specifically catering 
to the Thai market. One of the employers recalled: 
 
                                                 
31 Woh Hup Complex was the original name of the Golden Mile Complex when the site was first constructed in 1967. 
please refer to the URA website: http://www.ura.gov.sg/skyline/skyline02/skyline02-04/text/landsales2.html     
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We were the first to bring in the Thais and it was very well-received. We were 
the first to sell Thai food and other Thai products. So when the Thais needed 
anything, they would just come to Golden Mile to get it. (Lili in Chia 2003: 23)             
 
Nowadays the location of Phya Travel becomes unnoticeable among hundreds of 
other similar travel agencies in Golden Mile Complex. If it really was the predecessor of 
bringing Thais into Singapore, a “golden mile” to many of the Thai workers, it indeed 
had saved Golden Mile Complex from becoming a “ghost town” back then (ibid. p. 39) 
and bringing in cash and invaluable business opportunities. The frequent and reasonably 
priced overnight bus ride between Singapore and major cities in Thailand has gradually 
transformed Golden Mile Complex into a major terminal for bus services over long 
distances. It is a significant point of commencement—to a foreign country or to head 
back home. Thai workers started to congregate and shrewd Singaporean and Thai 
businessmen began to cater to their needs and a “Little Thailand” had gradually come 
into being. Unavoidably, the fame and ambition that Golden Mile Complex used to have 
were gone for good. The Golden Mile lost its golden aura and what remains is a sleazy, 
frightening image that keeps not only the local Singaporeans but also Thai nationals away.  
 
Many locals and foreigners consider the (Golden Mile) complex dangerous - full 
of thieves, brawlers and killers - and keep away. They see it as dirty, with Thai 
workers sitting on the floors and footpaths while they drink. (Reporter Wuth 
Nontarit, “Alcohol brings downfall to Thai workers”, the Straits Times, 10 Apr 
1996)     
 
Quite different from Lucky Plaza with its prestigious location and its former “glory”, 
Golden Mile Complex almost never had its heyday. What accompanies this troubled 
shopping center is always a poor reputation. Now with the total take-over of the Thai 
business and Thai male customers with their drinking spree, Golden Mile Complex has 
literally turned into an imagined dangerous male territory. Unlike Lucky Plaza which is 
visited by mainly Filipina domestic workers, Golden Mile Complex displays a strong 
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characteristic of manliness. Thai construction workers gather and sit right on the floor, 
drinking whisky while commenting on football games. Golden Mile Complex thus takes 
on a dual feature being ethnically Thai and aggressively masculine. This dual feature 
renders Golden Mile Complex with rather exotic, dirty, dangerous, intimidating 
characteristics, which makes it another special social landscape in Singapore.            
 
5.1 Off-Days in Golden Mile Complex 
 
 
Golden Mile Complex is a place full of ambiguity. Thai workers love this Thai-
flavored shopping center, but at the same time, some of them despise it. Even among 
themselves, these Thai workers can not explain why they have this mixed feeling for this 
place. Before going into any detail, I would like to quote the following taken from a Thai 
worker’s diary32: 
 
I came here since I was 18. The reason was that my family is so poor. Before I 
came here, I had heard about Golden Mile from my friends. I came here (Golden 
Mile Complex) the first time with a few of my friends to send the money back 
home. I didn’t dare to come alone. 10 years ago, I didn’t want to come to Golden 
Mile at all if I didn’t have any important stuff to do here. It was such a dangerous 
place. 
 
There were thieves, drunken people. A lot of people died here. However, I prefer 
to write about funny things in Golden Mile. Last time, in front of the Golden 
Mile building, it used to have a Sepak-Takraw court there. Thai workers used this 
court to play Sepak-Takraw from 9 am till 6 pm. There were also competitions 
among Thai workers as well as gambling.  The funny thing was that the team that 
won would be the one who pay the bet. Normally, they would ask the winner to 
buy a bottle of alcohol… 
 
Golden mile nowadays have so many karaoke shops. The owners are very happy 
to see that there are lots of customers in her shop. But, she will be very upset 
when she finds out later that they all are drunk and have no money to pay. I have 
                                                 
32 As explained in Part I, all the narratives made by the Thai workers are written in Thai. All the quotations that appear 
in this section were translated into English by a Thai research assistant.   
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quite a number of friends who like to drink. When we get paid, we will come to 
Golden Mile to send money back home first. My friends like to say that things in 
Golden Mile are expensive. However, he never complains when he buys a bottle 
of beer at 20 dollars. 
 
Nowadays, I go to Golden Mile every week. I don’t come here to drink or sing 
karaoke but to go to class; learning English Language. I also come here to meet 
my friends. In addition, here, there are other services too such as employer agent, 
lawyer, sending money service, exchanging currencies, booking air tickets, 
shopping, food shops, karaoke , disco, Internet, salons, etc.  
 
I never bring a friend from Indonesia to Golden Mile. This is because I don’t 
want him to see the bad side of Golden Mile; drunken people, for example. I used 
to ask Singaporeans about how good Thai workers are. They say Thai workers 
are good at work but the problem is they like to drink and don’t go to work. 
Some people have given the nickname for Golden Mile. They call it Golden 
Mao— Drunken Golden. (Weerapol Jreanraj, 30, construction worker) 
 
Like many other ethnicized social landscapes in Singapore (i.e. Little India), Golden 
Mile Complex is more often than not portrayed in a nostalgic way that it is the Thai 
workers’ shelter in the modern city and a “home away from home” (Hoon 2002; Chia 
2003). However, Golden Mile Complex brings about a kind of emotional complex that is 
so complicated and can not be analyzed in a simple rational manner. Unquestionably, 
Thai workers share a strong attachment to Golden Mile Complex and they believe that 
this place is genuinely Thai. They enjoy visiting this place, supplying their daily needs, 
facilitating their remittance back home and more importantly meeting up with their 
friends and relatives. To most of them, having a chat over a couple of beers or whisky is 
the utmost enjoyable moment after their whole week’s tiring work at the construction 
sites. But Golden Mile Complex also evokes complicated emotions that give the workers 
a sense of disgrace as much as pleasure. Drinking, fighting, drugs, prostitution, all these 
problems that usually occupy the local headlines are actually also in the workers’ concern. 
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What makes these workers feel frustrated is that they are witnesses of these problems 
and they know the root of these problems. There is no one else to blame but their fellow 
co-nationals. The majority of the Thai workers here wants to establish a good reputation 
and try to change the prejudice that the locals have against them. However in this little 
“Thai town” of Golden Mile, temptations are always there waiting and a thorough change 
of attitude seems impossible. The Thai identity that Golden Mile Complex represents, 
even to many of its Thai visitors, is not the one that is ideal for the Thais. On the contrary, 
it somehow shows the dark side that the Thais do not want to be associated with. From 
the talks and interviews I had with some of the workers, and also from their personal 
stories, it is not difficult to see that the Thais have a strong national pride and a sense of 
honor for their Thai culture and traditions. However, many of them feel that they are 
victimized by the wicked image of Golden Mile and are receiving unjustified treatments 
from the host country.  
 
This situation has somehow caused a dilemma for some of the Thai workers. On one 
hand, they acknowledge the importance of Golden Mile in their lives in Singapore. On 
the other hand, they are suffering from an unprecedented identity crisis. Many of them 
can not adjust to the drastic change of identity: back in Thailand they are the friendly, 
warmhearted hosts whereas in Singapore, they become the drunken, sleazy troublemakers. 
Many of them thus consciously or subconsciously blame Golden Mile for this stigmatized 
identity. Interestingly however, unlike many of the Thai professionals, who in this case 
just simply avoid visiting Golden Mile Complex (which will be discussed in detail in the 
next part), these Thai workers still visit the place. What they are looking for there may be 
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entertainment, may be a good drink, but most importantly, a kind of brotherly bonding 
that they are longing for which they can not get anywhere in this lonely island. 
 
5.2 Stories in the “Golden Mao” 
 
 
Golden Mile Complex has a unique nick name “Golden Mao” given by the Thai 
construction workers. In Thai it means the “Drunken Golden”. For the Thai nationals in 
Singapore, Golden Mile Complex is one such place without which their lives will be 
more difficult. However, the dilemma is that with the presence of Golden Mile Complex, 
their lives are not getting any easier.   
 
I feel that Golden Mile is a great place to meet people, friends or relatives who 
work here. I like it. However, at Golden Mile, there are some people such as 
prostitutes, robbers, drug-addicts and drunken people who make this place 
unattractive. I want the Thai government to come in and take care of this place. 
This is because I want other nations to have a better impression about Thai 
people in over all. (Sman, 28, construction worker)   
 
The major issues that are repeatedly brought up by either the workers or the local 
media are drugs, prostitution, and the most prominent of all—drinking problem. The 
Straits Times, in 2000, had already reported several drug abuse cases that happened in 
Golden Mile Complex. The reporter claimed that those Thai workers who come to 
Singapore for a better future end up addicted to Yaba33. Yaba, which means “crazy 
medicine” in Thai, is a combination of methamphetamine and caffeine. It is mainly 
produced in Southeast and East Asia34. According to Tongla, who has been a 
construction worker here for 5 years, around 5 to 10 years ago, Golden Mile Complex 
was already reckoned as the place where drugs were sold. It was believed that these drugs 
                                                 
33 The Straits Times, 27 Oct 2000, “New lease of life for Yaba addict”.  
34 See “Yaba Fast Facts” at the National Drug Intelligence Center webpage:  
http://www.usdoj.gov/ndic/pubs5/5048/#What  
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were smuggled from Thailand and Malaysia. However, some said that the real producing 
center was in Singapore. He further revealed:  
 
There are many kinds of drugs available in the Golden Mile. However, I would 
like to talk about Amphetamine only because it seems to be the most popular one 
for Thai workers. The place which is the distribution center is situated at the 
ground floor of the Golden Mile Tower. Actually, it is a normal restaurant, 
providing karaoke. Last time, it was very easy to find drugs here. The customers 
came from everywhere; Thai, India, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines and 
even Singapore. The wholesale price of Amphetamine was at 5 dollars for a pill. 
The retail price was around 8-10 dollars for a pill depending on the supply of 
drugs available at that time. (Tongla, 32, painter at a shipyard) 
 
Many Thai workers become addicted to drugs because of their co-workers’ 
persuasion that these little pills could give them more energy so that they could survive 
the better-paying overtime hours. The pills are so strong that they not only drive the 
workers for 14 to 15 hours continuous working, they actually deprive the workers from 
sleeping after the overtime period ends. Many of the workers, as a result, have to drink 
alcohol in order to get some rest. In the end, they become not only drug addicts but also 
alcoholics. What is even worse is that what Yaba has provided is a false sense of energy. 
The user would soon begin to feel exhausted and weak once the effect of the pill wears 
off. Also, the dependence on drugs has deteriorated the workers financial situation. Broke 
and desperate, many Thai workers become reckless in committing acts that further 
corrode and heighten the infamy of Golden Mile Complex.         
 
Compared to the drug problems, prostitution and drinking issues are more perceivable 
to the public eye. For Thai women, it is very difficult for them to find a job in Singapore. 
They are considered unqualified as domestic helpers because of the language barrier—
many of them can not speak English and therefore they are not wanted by Singaporean 
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employers. Besides, their limited education impedes their entrance into the skilled 
workforce. As a solution, many of the Thai women become “foreign brides”, marrying 
Singaporeans in order to stay in a more stable way and enjoy a better life. For these Thai 
brides, although they have attained permanent residency here in Singapore, they still have 
to work rather than stay at home as a housewife. Many work at Golden Mile Complex as 
salesgirls, cashiers, or travel agents. Regarding this kind of “exchange”—marriage for 
Singapore PRship, the Thai male workers always show some kind of empathy and 
seldom blame them or cast moral judgments onto these women. 
 
Apart from being Singaporeans’ wives, another way for Thai women to earn extra 
income in Singapore is to become a street vendor. Entering Singapore does not require a 
special visa for the Thai nationals and they can stay up to 14 days until their short social 
visit visa expires. Many women take advantage of this convenience and move back and 
forth constantly between Thailand and Singapore. They would transport Thai products 
and fresh fruits or vegetables to Singapore via an overnight bus ride. After they land in 
Golden Mile Complex, these Thai women vendors would linger for 3 to 4 days in its 
vicinity, places such as the nearby HDB estates or Kallang Riverside Park, trying to make 
a deal. And after their products are sold, they will go back to Thailand for further supply. 
Arguably, these Thai vendors are suspected of committing prostitution, according to 
Tongla:           
 
Thai women can illegally come to Singapore. Those that we see selling stuff in 
the shops or at the parks, actually, their main occupations are prostitution. 
Normally, these women came from rural areas especially from North Eastern and 
North parts of Thailand. Some of them are students who lied to their parents that 
they came here to travel.   
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However, these street vendors are not the only suspects for prostitution. Chia (2003) 
has investigated that some of the “waitresses” in Golden Mile Complex are not innocent 
as well. One of his respondents, Dim, who is a waitress, defended herself:    
 
I come here to find happy(ness). People come here to find boyfriends and 
girlfriends. I also come here to look for boyfriends. I like here because I can earn 
money to send back to family to send my brothers to school, can drink and have 
fun and learn new things. (in Chia 2003:43)   
 
 
Different from what is happening in Lucky Plaza as discussed in an earlier chapter, 
girls alone are not the sole contributor to the notorious reputation of Golden Mile 
Complex. This place has been closely associated with the male gender as most of the 
congregators are male workers, and unavoidably, a bigger problem comes out because of 
Golden Mile Complex’s male patrons. Two scenes are more appalling for not only the 
locals but also many of the Thai workers—homosexual harassment and the presence of 
“dirty old men”. As Chia has pointed out that:             
 
Many Singaporeans come to Golden Mile. Many old men like to come here to 
drink and to chitchat with the girls. And during Saturdays and Sundays, there are 
so many ah guahs (gays) inside. All those ah guas come here to look at those 
young, handsome workers, and they follow them. On weekends, outside the 
supermarket, along the staircase, a whole stretch of ah guas. (in Chia 2003: 44)      
 
Especially the latter group, the elderly Singaporean men who visit Golden Mile 
Complex and hang out on weekdays, is scorned by many of the Thai workers. Unlike 
what Chia has reasoned that “the elderly crowd was clearly enjoying the atmosphere, 
dancing to the music and breaking away from the social stigma that restrict them from 
partying like the youngsters (ibid. p.49)”, some of the Thai workers had clearly briefed 
me about the potential “danger”:  
 
Those old Chinese! They come to here just want to check out the girls. Because 
they are rich and lonely, they want to come here find some mistresses. You can 
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see them in the coffee shops and restaurants and they are actually flirting with the 
girls there and trying to score. If you don’t believe me, just stand there alone for a 
while, they will approach you and try to make a move on you.        
  
All the above mentioned incidents happening in Golden Mile Complex, however, still 
can not fully account for its sleazy image, for the most prominent and daunting problem 
is alcohol. This has been the cancer of Golden Mile Complex and there seems to be no 
cure for this problem so far.  
 
Thai workers normally come from rural areas. We have low education level and 
like to drink. During weekends, we will come to Golden Mile or nearby areas to 
drink or just to meet each other. Sometimes, when we drink too much, we can’t 
control ourselves and end up fighting. Sometimes, some of us want to attract the 
girls in the restaurant that’s why we ask for a fight. At worst, some of us even 
create a crime. This can be seen from the newspaper report, occasionally. 
(Tongla, 32, painter at the shipyard)  
 
Thai workers outside Golden Mile Complex actually do have a good reputation of 
being diligent and capable. Thais are loved by their employers because they are 
hardworking, very polite and they seldom complain, as long as they can remain sober. 
However, the Thais here are also well-known for their heavy drinking habits. Mr. Lee, an 
employer of a construction company claimed that once the Thai workers got drunk, 
anything could happen. He even witnessed drunken Thais killing one another in brawls a 
couple years back. Similar concerns are expressed by the workers themselves:   
 
There are a lot of people who lose control because Golden Mile has lots of 
entertainment places and distractions. . Some of them get into fighting and even 
lost their lives. They forget to send money back home. They don’t know that 
their parents, their kids and wives are waiting. Four years ago, Golden Mile 
doesn’t have that many distractions like today. Women who work at the karaoke 
or disco or sell alcohols, they are likely to lose their controls too. (Anuchit, 31, 
construction worker) 
 
Sometimes, there are people who drink too much and get themselves into a fight. 
Some people like to borrow money from loan shark. The interest rate is around 
15-20%. The loan shark will deduct money from the ATM account because they 
have ATM number of the borrowers. All this stuff I have known during my first 
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year here. I believe that some people still prefer to spend their holidays like that. 
(Smith, 28, construction worker) 
 
The Golden Mile management has come up an idea in an attempt to reduce the 
problems by broadcasting an announcement both in Thai and English during peak hours 
on Sundays35. The announcement says:  
 
Welcome to Golden Mile Complex. Please listen to this announcement and we 
appreciate your cooperation. Please do not smoke in Golden Mile Complex as it 
is air-conditioned. A fine of S$1,000 may be imposed in case of an offense. 
Please do not sit on the floor. Do not litter. Please use the available trash bins for 
the waste. Do not urinate on the stairs, at the corner or parking lots. Please use 
the public toilets. Do not fight or quarrel in the Golden Mile Complex area. Do 
not drink too much alcohol because you will lose self-control over too much 
whisky. Best wishes from the Golden Mile Management. Thank you.         
 
The target audience of this announcement is obviously the Thais, and it is announced 
with underlying connotations that the Thais there are potential trouble-makers. 
Surprisingly, the Thai workers do not resent this kind of discriminatory announcement 
against them, as they acknowledge that these problems do exist which always bring about 
serious consequences. Hence, although these Thai workers suffer from severe prejudice 
cast by the locals, they remain extremely tolerant and even try to reason from the locals’ 
perspective. 
    
Sometimes, I went to visit my friend around 10 pm. I would get caught by the 
police. This occurs very often because I believe that there was somebody calling 
the police to catch me. I didn’t do anything. I was just walking along the street. I 
experienced this many times already. I wondered why they must call the police. I 
know somehow that they are afraid of me. Even then, I also want them to notice 
that I don’t do anything wrong. I don’t blame the police because I know that they 
are doing their job. I don’t blame the people who call the police neither but I just 
want them to know that they shouldn’t judge people by their looks. (Sopon, 27, 
construction worker)  
 
                                                 
35 With the help of Dr. Pattana Kitiarsa, I was able to attain this piece of information. This is a translation of the 
announcement spoken in Thai; therefore it is quite different from the English announcement that is broadcast. 
According to Dr. Kitiarsa, the English announcement is rather brief and less persuasive, although the basic content of 
the announcement remains the same. However the Thai version of this announcement if more of a warning, incurring 
seriousness and is down to the details.        
 130
 5.3 The Thai Ethnoscape: A Display of Thai Masculinity 
 
 
Undoubtedly, the Thai workers have a genuine feeling for Golden Mile Complex as it 
can be seen from numerous accounts that have been recorded from various sources. 
Nareuchai, a 32 year old construction worker, expressed emotionally that “I am very 
happy that we have Golden Mile here. It is like a meeting centre for all Thai workers in 
Singapore. Actually, they should change the name to be ‘Thai Town’. I think it sounds 
better”. Also, it is generally believed that Golden Mile Complex is the only place in 
Singapore where the workers would not feel discriminated against. In Waree’s words: 
 
I don’t like to go to other places because I think that some Singaporeans do not 
like us. They look down on us because we are Thai workers. If you are foreigners, 
they will smile at you, but if you are Thai, they are very rude to you. They will 
not smile at you because they think you don’t have the money to buy things. That 
is why I only come to Golden Mile. (in Chia 2003: 53)  
 
Golden Mile complex is cherished by the Thai workers as the only place where they 
feel at ease and feel that they are treated equally as the locals. Ironically, because of this 
place, the Thai identity is essentialized and stigmatized by the locals as hazardous and 
barbaric. Unlike what has been portrayed in the previous studies about ethnic shopping 
centers in Singapore, i.e. Golden Mile Complex itself might be perceived as the seedbed 
for evil vices, but among its loyal patrons it is nothing else but a shelter and a haven away 
from their homeland (Chia 2003; Hoon 2002). What really happens is far more 
complicated than a romantic nostalgia or an emotional beautification. For the Thai 
workers, Golden Mile Complex may not be perfect enough, yet it is pivotal in terms of 
consolidating the working-class Thai community and providing a sense of brotherhood 
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and belonging. In this sense, what is more important for the Thai workers is a kind of 
bonding and a strengthened masculine identity among themselves.  
 
In this case, the Thai ethnoscape is constructed not only within the physical boundary 
of Golden Mile Complex, but has transcended this territory. Unlike the Lucky Plaza case, 
as discussed in Chapter 4, the construction of the Thai ethnoscape is concentrated on a 
shared experience of Thai masculinity, which gives this Thai ethnoscape not only ethnic 
characteristics but also a gendered feature. With this exclusive Thai masculinity, a unique 
Thai identity is formed and shared among Thai workers in Singapore. Activities such as 
drinking, fighting, flirting with girls, even gambling, all manifest a strong masculine 
identity that is common to Thai workers. However, we should be careful that what the 
Thai workers share is a sense of manliness, an identity of being a masculine Thai, but not 
the bodily expressions or manifestations of this manliness. In other words, many of the 
workers may not agree with all the activities or practices through which this Thai 
masculinity is expressed, especially in Golden Mile Complex. They do not want to 
become alcoholics, they do not engage in prostitution, they do not gamble. But what they 
do agree with is the masculine identity behind these activities and practices. They just 
simply believe there are better ways of presenting this masculinity, or the Thai identity 
they envision, for example, playing football, trekking in the woods and the determination 
to learn English.      
 132
The Rang-Ngan Cup: Thais that Bind36
 
I remembered when I told some of my friends (non-Thais) that I was invited by the 
Thai workers to watch one of their football games because it was the league season—the 
tournament of the Rang-Ngan Cup 4, the 4th Thai Labor Cup. The first reaction of theirs 
was a bit of surprise since they never thought that Thai workers in Singapore would 
actually have their own football league. And the next second, I was reminded that I 
should “take care of myself” and be “alert” all the time.  
 
The football game I watched was held at the football field belonging to the Nanyang 
Junior College (NYJC). Before going there I was a bit nervous, not only pondering all 
sorts of “scary” stories that I heard from various channels, but also preparing myself for 
the first contact with the Thais. My first visit to Golden Mile Complex was not a 
successful one because I was surprised with the foreign environment. Although this 
picture of drinking workers sitting on the ground, and the special acid smell mixed with 
alcohol and Thai spices lingering the entire building, are normal to me nowadays, I was 
paranoid back then and could not talk to anyone as I planned to, complicated by the fact 
that I could not speak a word of Thai. When I was on the way to NYJC together with Dr. 
Pattana Kitiarsa, a Thai scholar, I didn’t know what would happen in the football field.  
 
                                                 
36 The Rang-Ngan Cup, in English known as the Thai Labor Cup is the major event among the Thai community in 
Singapore. It is organized by the Ministry of Labor Affairs and the Friends of Thai Workers Association, located in 
Golden Mile Complex. At first it was only a small-scale football tournament, soon it became one of the most popular 
events among Thai workers and the number of participating teams has increased from an initial 14 teams to 21 teams in 
the end. The football tournament is sponsored by interested business or construction companies. For this 4th Labor Cup 
(Nov 2004-Feb 2005) alone, a total S$12,000 was spent in order for 53 matches to be held smoothly. The contributing 
parties include Singh Beer and construction companies like the Heap Seng, Thai Jurong, Inter Inc, Shimizn, and 
Dragages. Various shops located in Golden Mile Complex also participated in the organization. These shops are GPL 
Remittance, Ho Law Office, “Lain Nan Phong” CD shop, “Bon Beer Thai” beer house and several restaurants. For a 
detailed account of the Thai Labor Cup, please refer to Pattana Kitiarsa 2005.          
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But all the apprehension disappeared when I entered the energy-stretching field. The 
two teams competing at that moment were both athletic and concentrated. More teams 
were warming up, waiting for their turn to challenge each other. The members of the 
audience were seated in different blocks, dressing in the color of their own team. They 
acted like the most devoted fans of their teams, shouting, applauding, whistling and the 
most interesting of all, singing. The cheerleader of the block where I was seated was a tall 
young man with bronzed skin, playing his guitar skillfully. He had been leading all the 
singing, not stimulating marches that are always played on football fields, but romantic 
ballads. His hand shifted over the strings adeptly from the gentle low pitch to the cheerful 
high pitch. Almost everyone was part of the symphony and enjoying themselves. Beers 
and whiskey were also there to lighten up the spirits. The whole field was boisterous, 
joyful, but orderly and strongly affectionate.  
 
However, beer and the heated football game were not the only incentives. What could 
be more tempting than a dish of freshly made papaya salad on the spot? Green, unripe 
papayas were bought from the Phean Thai supermarket at Golden Mile Complex, where 
you can find all kinds of Thai vegetables and fruits that are directly imported from 
Thailand. These green papayas were chopped into thin slices, and were grounded in a 
bamboo container together with cherry tomatoes, red chilies, shrimps, garlic, peanuts, and 
beans. This Thai-flavored papaya salad was served with vinegar sauce and sticky rice—
the all-time-favorite for the Thai workers. However, these delicious snacks were not 
prepared by the workers on the football field. Sports for them resemble masculinity and 
brotherhood bonding whereas preparing food apparently was considered not so manly.  
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 The snack providers were Thai women who also joined the football game. Rather 
than sitting at the frontier cheering up their teams, they would like to stay back, 
chitchatting with each other while making all the dishes. Compared with the numbers of 
the male workers who participated in this football fiesta, there were only a few Thai 
women on the spot. They are neither these workers’ girlfriends nor spouses. Most of them 
are married to Singaporeans and are now PR holders. Yet, many of them have to work in 
Golden Mile Complex as salesgirls or waitresses, in order to gain an extra salary37. The 
football tournament provided perfect opportunities for them to earn a little pocket money 
by selling food to the workers in the field; at the same time, they can meet each other and 
enjoy the total Thai atmosphere that they are comfortable with. Although these Thai 
women have language difficulties conversing in English, luckily a number of them can 
speak Chinese fluently. Therefore I had a chance to talk to them without Pattana’s 
assistance and I was introduced to a Thai-Singaporean boy who gave me an interesting 
biography of himself.  
 
This Thai boy was 16 years old and currently a worker as well as a part-time 
student38. His mother is Thai and his father is a Chinese-Singaporean. Because of his 
hybrid background, he is able to speak fluent Thai, especially the Isan dialect where he 
comes from, Chinese (mandarin) and English. He has a younger sister who is 9 years old 
now. He has lived in Singapore for 8 years since his family decided to move back from 
                                                 
37 Compared to the majority of the Thai workers who go visit Golden Mile Complex, the presence of a small number of 
Thai female workers does not change the image of Golden Mile Complex as a male territory.  
38 The Royal Thai embassy in Singapore has organized some study programs for the Thais in Singapore. It is mainly a 
part-time based study program which only provides English and other courses at a non-professional level, similar to the 
Singaporean “O” level (secondary level). Source: interview notes.   
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Bangkok. However during his 8 years of staying here, he never forgot about Thailand and 
constantly compares the life he had in Thailand with the one in Singapore.  
 
I’ve stayed here for eight years now and I am waiting for my PR application to be 
approved. Yes, although my dad is a Singaporean, I do not inherit this kind of 
identity automatically. Now I can apply for a PR but I don’t really care. I like 
Thailand better and I remembered last time we went back to Bangkok for 
Christmas, and all my friends were there, we had such a great time. And now I 
am in Singapore, everything is different. I do not like Singapore food, so my 
mom has to prepare food for me. And everywhere is crowed here. You see there 
(pointing at one nearby HDB estate), all the HDB units are full of people, and the 
living expenses are so high. I don’t like to go out and I have nowhere to go. 
Chinatown? Too crowded, and I have never been to Little India. On weekdays I 
just hang out with my cousins around Tiong Baru area where I live and on 
weekends I come over here play football with my friends. After this we go to 
Golden Mile playing snooker together. Girlfriend? No I don’t have a girlfriend. 
And these men here (pointing at the workers seated around us) are alone too 
(laugh). Singapore girls are too practical and they only like rich people. So I 
think Thai girls are better. But many of them (Thai girls) come here and marry to 
Singaporeans, just to become PRs. So who can we have? Some Thai workers 
have girlfriends, but their girlfriends are those Filipino maids39.   
 
 Being Thai is most fundamental to not only this Thai-Singaporean boy but it is 
universal among the Thai community in Singapore. However, the Thais are aware of the 
fact that their Thai identity is blemished outside the Thai community and becomes 
equivalent to an underclass identity. Because of this underclass status in Singapore, Thai 
workers are left with “no choice” but to have Filipino girlfriends, who constitute another 
stigmatized community in Singapore, and the relationship between a Thai and a Filipino 
could only worsen their deteriorated social status. Hence, denial and avoidance of this 
kind of relationship are the strategies adopted by many Thai workers. On one hand, they 
are conscious of the gap between them and the local Singaporeans; on the other hand, the 
Thais’ strong national pride urges them to make a distinction from other menial workers 
in Singapore. Their “home away from home”—Golden Mile Complex—is considered a 
                                                 
39 Interview (16 Jan 2005) was conducted in Mandarin, translated by this writer. 
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place of sin even among the workers themselves; therefore it lacks the decent reputation 
for the Thais to establish a respectable Thai identity in that location. In this sense, Golden 
Mile Complex is a point of commencement, where the Thai community started to evolve 
decades ago and gradually moves beyond this place’s physical and social boundaries. It is 
not the most desired social landscape for an ideal identity to be displayed; however, it is 
definitely the most potent boundary marker between the Thai workers and the local 
Singaporeans.  
 
Ironically, the “Little Thailand” of Golden Mile Complex represents a Thai identity 
that many Thais do not want to exhibit. Football, on the other hand, represents the 
masculine passion and spirits of competitiveness as well as friendship, which becomes 
invaluable among the Thai workers who are eager to establish close-knit community ties 
and to rebuild their self-esteem. The heated competition, drinking get-together 
accompanied with Thai snacks, the singing and cheerfulness on the spot, and the 
meaningful Pha Pa Merit-Making activities40 all contribute to the formation of a solid 





                                                 
40 Pha Pa Merit-Making is organized by Thai workers in Singapore. It is a kind of fund-raising activity held in order to 
collect money for the construction of Buddhist Temples or schools back in the workers’ home communities in Thailand. 
Golden Mile Complex, again, is the center for the distribution of a particular kind of envelop, which is used to collect 
money donated by workers. During football seasons, the person in charge will distribute those specially made envelops 
to the Thai workers in presence. Although without any obligation, most of the Thai workers are willing to make their 
donation because they feel they are obliged to make their contribution. Also, the workers feel proud and honored once 
they make the donation, although these envelopes can become a financial burden to them at times. For a detailed 




Apart from football games, many of the Thai workers are enthusiastic about 
“trekking” as well. It is adventurous for the Thai workers and it is also practical for their 
living needs. On weekends, some of them will go out to the nearby nature reserve resorts, 
reservoirs, or woods to look for fresh vegetables and fruits.  
 
I am considered unskilled labor thus I can only earn 23 dollars a day. Sometimes, 
I can’t find OT (overtime working). I still need to pay 200-300 dollars for the 
foods regardless of how much I earn.  As a result, by trekking, it is fun and I can 
also find some foods from the forest. I can save some amount of money. I like 
wild bamboo shoots and other vegetables. I also go fishing along the canal or 
pond. I can gather some fruits like rambutan and durian from the forest too. I go 
trekking with my friends. We go as a group around 3-5 people. We will bring 
lunch with us and will be back to our place around 5-6 pm. (Sompong, 23, iron 
worker)  
 
It is culturally shocking for Singaporeans to realize that in their resource scarce little 
island, the forests and reservoirs are abundant enough to feed people. Or it is just simply 
a lifestyle that Singaporeans can not imagine.         
 
During holidays, I go to the forest to find foods. This is what I like about 
Singapore actually. I can find a lot of foods in the forest such as fishes, bamboo 
shoots, vegetables. My place is near the forest so I can find a lot of them. I have 
nothing to worry about the foods. In Thailand, I can’t find food in the forest. This 
is because the forest in Thailand is not abundant.  You can’t even find forest in 
the town area especially in Bangkok.  I can only manage to find fish and 
vegetables at most. Furthermore, I didn’t have time to find food while I was 
working in Bangkok because I must work everyday. Here, I have 2 off-days 
every month. I spend my holidays in the forest gathering foods. Actually, I like 
Singapore more than Thailand. I want to work here for 10 years. (Sopon, 
construction worker)  
 
Most of the Thai workers really enjoy this kind of “hunting and gathering” lifestyle 
which reminds them of their carefree lives back in the villages. This kind of activity is 
not as organized as the football league that they are crazy about, but it is more intimate 
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among friends and relatives. The forests and reservoirs become the Thai workers’ 




For most of the Thai workers, the most difficult challenge living in Singapore is not 
to adapt to a different lifestyle, but the language. The inability to speak English becomes 
the most frustrating problem that they encounter. The Friends of Thai Workers 
Association in Golden Mile Complex offers free English class to the Thai workers every 
Sunday evening and the contents of the course are taken from Primary I English 
textbooks. Apart from simple vocabulary building to reading comprehension, the teacher 
also adds useful daily language in his teaching material. Simple sentences such as the 
warning signs in MRT stations and in the buses41 are explained to the Thai workers for 
them to practice.  
 
According to Dr. Pattana, a volunteer for the organization and also the English 
teacher, this course has been running for over a year now and it is well-received by the 
Thai workers. The scale of the class is not too big—about 15 to 20 students—and they 
are predominantly male workers. They come to class neatly dressed, with bags containing 
textbooks, notepads and sometimes candies for the rest of the class. The atmosphere is 
never dull, and they love to crack jokes about the new sentence they learn and make fun 
of each other in a friendly way. Some of the Thai workers visit Golden Mile Complex 
                                                 
41 These simple sentences include “keep clear of doors”, “please mind the platform gap”, “please stop at the 
intersection”, and other everyday languages as such.   
 139
only because of this English class and to them; this is not just a simple English class but a 
get-together with friends where they can have fun.   
 
I finally went to the school which is set up by Thai government here (Golden 
Mile Complex). I met Thai teachers and other Thai friends. I felt very happy. 
After I took the class for 2 months, the teacher asked me whether I am interested 
to take Basic English course. I told him that I don’t have any money. He 
explained to me I don’t have to pay any amount; it is free. Thus, I took it. I knew 
a bit about English now. However, when I spoke to my friends, they didn’t 
understand what I said. I think I could have remembered wrongly. When I took a 
taxi, I thought I was telling him the correct way to go to the place that I want. But, 
I didn’t. When I said “straight”, some of them understood this, some didn’t. 
Sometimes, I wanted him to turn left but I said “turn right”. I was very confused 
with how to speak English because I didn’t have much basic knowledge about it. 
I probably misunderstood the stuff that I learnt before. This is why when I speak 
to foreigners, they can’t understand me. I know that Singapore is a very modern 
country. I never think it would be like this if I didn’t experience all this by myself. 
(Sochai, 29, Thai, electrician) 
 
As the predominant everyday language in Singapore, English is especially important 
to these construction workers. Not able to speak English, many of the workers can not 
communicate with either their colleagues or their bosses. Besides, the inability to speak 
English, or to speak good English (although hard to qualify), this is closely associated 
with a low educational level and therefore considered as a personal failure in Singapore. 
This language barrier has effectively separated the two communities, the locals and low-
skilled migrant workers, and remained as an unbreakable boundary which encloses the 
lives of each community on different sides. Many Singaporeans, without knowing the 
stories of the low-skilled migrant workers, construct their perceptions and judgments in 
accordance with a predefined notion that the workers being the “ethnic other”. These 
constructs of the migrant community are often created based on hearsays, media portraits 
and the locals’ transient encounters with the workers in their congregated shopping 
centers. Because of the public nature of these ethnic congregation phenomena at 
shopping centers, it is effective in reaffirming and reinforcing ethnic community 
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boundaries in the multiethnic environment. The ethnoscapes, serving as boundary 
markers themselves, entail cultural and social contents which reflect and further 
differentiate people within each ethnic group in contact.  
 
These low-skilled workers can not be acknowledged as a part of Singapore although 
they are equally important contributors and can not locate their position in this 
CMIOscape. However, they do not really appreciate a fast-paced urban lifestyle. For 
them, the local Singaporeans are always busy, on guard, not able to enjoy their lives. 
Nevertheless, they do want to get away from the bottom of the society and get better 
treatment. The only means they foresee that can bring them closer to the upper level is 
through education.  
 
In conclusion, as I am working here, I experience a new life style. Apart from 
spending my time working so hard and saving money, I do get to see new things 
too. Singapore has given me both good and bad experiences. It makes me know 
how important the education is as well as English Language. I have an idea that 
when I go back to Thailand, I will teach my kids or other young children to study 
hard  and ask them to concentrate more on the English language because it will 
be very important in the future. (Sompong, 23, iron worker) 
 
Then I told my daughter, if you want you can get married fast as long as you 
finish studying. Because no education, you’ll look like a failure to me. because I 
was studying but my mother could not afford, so you study hard and get a degree, 
if you want to go abroad at least you can say “ah, I have a degree, I can do 
everything”. If you go abroad, you work as a domestic helper, No. It’s useless. 
Because salary is different with this one, that’s why education is the best. No 
money, no matter as long as you have education. Some of the Filipinas I know, 
they say “are you still sending your children to the university? It is no use. Up to 
secondary, enough, they get job.” I asked “what kind of job, low pay, low 
position?” I don’t like that because I have a dream of my children. They say (I 
am) wasting money. (Merly, Filipino, domestic worker)   
 
        
Although the second narrative is made by a Filipino, it is still included in this section 
because this growing emphasis on education is not exclusive only to Thais but it is 
stressed by many migrant workers in similar situations. In this way through education, 
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they believe that they can get rid of their stigmatized identity and become a “normal” 
person in this society. With education, maybe the low-skilled workers are able to break 
through the barrier in the job market and find a more respectable job with better pay. 
However, they still can not penetrate the social barrier lying between them and the locals. 
At least this is the situation for now for the migrants in Singapore. The low-skilled 
workers are not the only ones who are left outside the CMIOscape. Their professional co-
nationals are also treated as “permanent outsiders” in Singapore. Their high level of 
education in this aspect does not seem to help much.  
 
To summarize, the construction of Thai masculinity in Golden Mile Complex and 
beyond is also materialized through boundary making and maintaining exercised by the 
Thai male construction workers. In this Thai ethnoscape, a Thai identity is shared based 
on not only nationality, social status, religion and language, but more importantly, a 
discourse of masculinity. This masculinity itself also becomes a boundary marker to 
separate the “real” Thais, who are competitive, adventurous and responsible, from those 
who are not “manly” enough. These attributes are in fact very subjective and it is 
interesting to see within this Thai ethnoscape, how people are evaluated and judged 
differently from different perspectives. For those Thai workers who love alcohol and are 
keen on initiating fights, they believe the ability to drink and the courage to fight others 
are best examples of their manliness. However for other Thai workers, these behaviors 
are considered stupid and irresponsible and they do not agree with this kind of 
presentation of a masculine Thai identity. They do not want to see that people are scared 
away from Golden Mile Complex because of these violent-prone expressions of Thai 
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masculinity. Rather, they avoid these reckless behaviors and practice sports, go out to the 
countryside, or even update their skills in the hope of getting a better job someday. For 
them, this is the real representation of Thai masculinity and therefore a positive 



























CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSION 
 
This study has explored the meanings of ethnicity and the construction of ethnic 
identity manifested in urban landscape in the context of globalization and international 
migration in Singapore. With a special focus on ethnoscapes, unique social landscapes 
entailing fluid, dynamic social interactions, this study aims to discover what the 
ethnoscapes are in Singapore and how they are constructed, with what mechanism and 
the significance of constructing ethnoscapes in a multiethnic society like Singapore. An 
in-depth analysis was undertaken through an inductive approach taken from detailed 
ethnographic data that were drawn from two selected case studies: Filipino workers 
congregating at Lucky Plaza and Thai workers at Golden Mile Complex. From this 
analysis, this study has included discussions of broad features and issues that connect the 
micro intra-community relations with the macro inter-community interactions as well as 
the pervasive social structure. Moreover, this study has linked various aspects of ethnic 
issues in Singapore, relating ethnic identities of individuals and groups to the processes of 
ethnic interaction, boundary maintenance and management.      
 
With the hope of making contributions both analytically and empirically, this study 
has proposed a different perspective in examining the multiethnic nature of Singapore. 
By linking Singapore’s long immigrant history to its current status as a migrant magnet 
and an economic as well as cultural hub in Southeast Asia, this study argues that there is 
a need to reassess the meaning of ethnicity and ethnic relations especially at the 
crossroads of global migration. Singapore’s strategic position and its open immigrant 
policy have fostered a dynamic cosmopolitan society with a diversity of culture, religion, 
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values and people. At the same time, the constant influx of newcomers has made 
Singapore’s social context more complex with intensive interplays among the local 
Singaporeans and the ethnic others—the “permanent outsiders”.  
 
These “permanent outsiders”, including foreign guest workers and expatriates, have 
always been excluded from the debate of Singapore’s multiethnic discourse because they 
are considered to be “temporary visitors” to the nation and therefore having only migrant 
issues but not ethnic issues. Over the past decades, Singapore’s ethnic policies as well as 
relevant academic studies have been centering on the four official ethnic communities—
Chinese, Malay, Indian and Other—without taking into account the rapid transformations 
of Singapore’s ethnic diversity and constitution caused by the massive mobile population 
coming from different countries. Although these migrants constitute over 18% of 
Singapore’s total population and their presence has changed the social and physical 
landscape of this small island tremendously, they are still treated as “outsiders” in this 
society, both within the general public and the academic realm.  
 
This study calls for a new interpretation of the construction of ethnicity by including 
this cognitively separated community into a more comprehensive analysis on Singapore’s 
multiethnic discourse. This study argues that in Singapore, a unique CMIOscape is 
symbolically constructed by both the state and the local CMIO Singaporeans. The 
CMIOscape is a special kind of ethnoscape where the CMIO ethnic communities live, 
experience and interact with each other. Within this CMIOscape, the ethnic discourse is 
centered on the CMIO framework with a primary focus on the ethnic interactions among 
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the CMIO communities and the negotiation and construction of CMIO identities. In this 
sense, this ethnoscape is highly ethnicized and it is imagined and symbolically 
constructed by different agencies.   
 
The construction of the CMIOscape is firstly carried out at the level of the state. The 
CMIOscape is created in order to turn Singapore from a political state into a cultural 
nation. In this sense, the CMIOscape is essentially a political construct taking on 
primordial features. The creation of the CMIOscape involves the state’s imagination of 
crisis and Asianness, with which the state is able to legitimize its empowerment by giving 
people a sense of solidarity and sense of rootedness to the nation. The imagination of 
crisis is materialized through the creation of a shared ethno-national history, which 
includes epics of struggle and survival, colonization and independence, and a series of 
multiethnic policies that were implemented in order to foster greater ethnic harmony. 
These actions of the state have enabled this unique CMIOscape to thrive and to be 
strengthened at its very foundation.         
 
However, the CMIOscape is not constructed alone by the state, people as cultural 
agencies are also participators in this national project. Living in the CMIOscape, people’s 
imagination and production is already confined by the predominant framework created by 
the state. They have limited resources in practicing imagination and have to carefully 
maneuver within the CMIO framework. Based on their own imagination of a shared “we-
ness” and the constant maintenance of imagined ethnic boundaries, they have reinforced 
the construction of the CMIOscape at another level.  
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Moreover, the imagined social and ethnic boundaries of the CMIOscape are 
strengthened by the construction of a variety of small-scale ethnoscapes practiced by the 
non-CMIO “others”. These “Othered” ethnoscapes take on strong ethnic characteristics 
and constitute inseparable parts of Singapore’s multiethnic landscape. As “permanent 
outsiders” of Singapore society, these transnationals are not familiar with the local 
context where ethnicity is imagined and constructed. Their own interpretation of ethnicity 
and ethnic identity is formed based on a different set of imagination and practices which 
are shaped by their experiences and expectations. Hence, they are the “others” who do 
not fit into the CMIOscape and their presence simply reinforces the boundary that is 
imagined and maintained by the locals. 
 
Stepping out of the CMIO framework, we can see that a more prominent ethnic 
boundary is drawn between the CMIO Singaporeans, as “we”, and the “permanent 
outsiders” as the “ethnic others”. This boundary has been overlooked by local scholars 
because ethnicity is consistently considered as a national discourse and “permanent 
outsiders” are not part of the “national”. This boundary between Singapore citizenry and 
Singapore’s “permanent outsiders” has not been studied yet. 
    
Hence, there is an urgent need to reinvestigate ethnic imagination and the practice of 
boundary making. Ethnic boundaries are constructed in the consciousness of differences, 
deploying cultural symbols such as customs, languages, diet, clothing, even skin colors. 
This symbolic construction is practiced at both sides of the boundary. Moreover, what 
has compounded the reinvestigation of ethnic boundary construction is the awareness that, 
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even within one ethnic group, people always have different imaginations created by 
different life experiences, access to resources and mobilization ability. The “foreign 
talent”, usually seen as highly capable and mobile, will have different perceptions 
towards their self-identification as compared to other people, particularly the low-skilled 
migrant workers.  
 
Two case studies are included in this study to illustrate the ethnic construction of the 
“Othered” ethnoscapes manifested in urban public shopping centers under the context of 
labor migration in the Southeast Asia region. The first shopping center is Lucky Plaza, 
the most famous Filipino gathering and shopping spot in Singapore. The other is Golden 
Mile Complex, known as “Little Thailand”. These two shopping centers in Singapore 
have gone through drastic transformations within a decade. They are virtual Filipino and 
Thai ethnoscapes that are constructed against the predominant “CMIOscape”. With the 
use of in-depth interviews and collections of personal narratives from both Filipinos and 
Thais in Singapore, this study also examines the process of ethnic identity assertion and 
the ethnic boundary maintenance practiced by different subjectivities at different levels.   
 
Lucky Plaza symbolizes such a dynamic and complicated social construct where 
various forms of social interaction and confrontations take place and different layers of 
social and symbolic boundaries are engendered. Lucky Plaza stands out as a unique social 
landscape from the CMIOscape in Singapore, displaying a varied discourse of ethnic 
meaning-making and identity assertion engaged by different subjectivities. What makes 
Lucky Plaza a unique case different from the CMIOscape is that the construction of this 
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Filipino ethnoscape and the participation in various ethnic practices are largely engaged 
by people themselves. Lucky Plaza as a Filipino ethnoscape is not pre-designed, nor 
strategically controlled by the authorities. It is more spontaneous, constructed in 
interactions and boundary makings without much plan.  
 
Lucky Plaza is also important because it gives us a different perspective on the 
construction of ethnoscapes in Singapore’s multiethnic discourse. It manifests the 
complicated interplay within the local community as well as between the local 
community and the “other”. An equally illuminating case is the “Little Thailand” in 
Singapore, the Golden Mile Complex. The construction of a Thai ethnoscape in Golden 
Mile Complex and beyond is also materialized through a series boundary making and 
maintaining exercised by the Thai male construction workers. In this Thai ethnoscape, a 
Thai identity is shared based not only on nationality, social status, religion and language, 
but more importantly, a discourse of masculinity. This masculinity itself also becomes a 
boundary marker to separate the “real” Thais, who are competitive, adventurous and 
responsible, from those who are not “manly” enough. For some of the Thai workers, the 
violent-prone expressions of the Thai masculinity exhibited in Golden Mile Complex are 
rather misleading and undesired. They believe that these attributes of Thai masculinity 
can find better bodily expressions through sports, trekking, or self-improvment. For them, 
this is the real representation of Thai masculinity or their Thai identity.  
 
These two cases provided in this study—Lucky Plaza and Golden Mile Complex—
have demonstrated the specific process of ethnic and social boundary demarcation and 
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have given a detailed documentation of people’s perception of their own identities in 
relation to the “ethnic other”. More importantly, these cases as examples have shown that 
Singapore is not only about CMIO, and the CMIOscape is not a microcosm of Singapore 
society. With the trend of globalization and with the huge influx of migrants, the 
“permanent outsiders”, the construction of ethnicity and the assertion of ethnic identity 
have been reshaped over time. Therefore in this Singapore context, we should no longer 
treat these two subjects, ethnicity and migration, as separate areas. Nor should we focus 
merely on the CMIOscape at the cost of ignoring the more complicated social landscape 
as a whole. We can only better understand the meanings of ethnicity looking beyond the 
CMIOscape, and appreciate the fascinating social interactions happening in this 
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42 The map of Orchard was taken from the brochure printed by the Singapore Tourism Board (2002 Edition).  
 
Appendix 2: Map of Golden Mile Complex and Vicinity 
 





































































(1) Thai workers sitting on the floor right in front 
of Golden Mile Complex, drinking and chatting; 
(2) and (3) various food outlets and shops are the 
favorite hangouts; (4) The majority of the Thais 
are Buddhists and this is the Buddha statue 
standing in front of Golden Mile Complex; (5) 
Waitresses dressing in Thai costumes at one of 



























(6) Thai megazines sold at Golden Mole 
Complex; (7) – (8) Traditional dancing 
performances in celebration for Thai festivals; 
(9) – (10) Raw meat and fresh vegetables and 
herbs from Thailand sold at the Phean Thai 














 (11) - (13) Thai Labor Cup, the football 
players and fans were having a good time; 
(14) – (15) Women were preparing salad and 




































(16) Orchard Road; (17) Shops at Lucky Plaza selling Filipino products; (18) 
Crowded remittance center; (19) Rates and services provided by the remittance 
center; (20) Kabayan food court in Lucky Plaza; (21) People congregate at the 
main lobby of Lucky Plaza, meeting up with friends.  
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